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ABSTRACT 
 
This research examined the potential of written stories as educational materials that can 
serve to introduce children to the importance of effort in the first years of formal education. It is 
grounded on well-established associations between children’s effort and academic success as well 
as literature indicating that stories can potentially modify children’s behaviour. 
The empirical research, conducted in Indonesia, comprised three independent but related 
studies. Study 1 analysed a corpus of stories recommended for Year 1 and Year 2 Indonesian 
children, in order to identify the nature of effort toward challenge depicted in these texts. Using a 
combination of content and structural text-based analysis, it was found that self-initiated 
individual effort in the face of challenge was emphasised to a lesser extent than culturally valued 
behaviours such as accepting difficult situations without trying to change them, as a 
representation of accepting God’s will (Indonesian: nrimo), and aiding others who are affected by 
challenges.  
Study 2 explored qualitatively how four Indonesian teachers acknowledged effort-related 
themes depicted in two stories they presented in class. Important differences were found among 
teachers, with one teacher simply reading the text without any discussion and three overtly 
addressing themes emerging from the stories. Effort-related themes and persevering in the face 
of challenges were not among the most important themes but rather, themes consistent with 
cultural expectations such as friendship and caring for others. 
Finally, study 3 investigated children’s understanding of the stories their teachers (Study 
2) told in class. The analysis of children’s responses to a story recall task showed that the hardest 
theme for children to recall was the main character’s effort while the easiest one was the story’s 
outcome. Children’s recall also differed across teacher groups, suggesting that the activation of 
cultural schema through teachers’ talk may be a variable associated with children’s understanding 
of the themes depicted in the stories. 
Using not only literature in educational and developmental psychology but also 
embedding contextually sensitive information to interpret the findings, this research has provided 
evidence of the potential of stories available at school to introduce not only effort-related themes 
but also other themes that are consistent with curricular  and broader societal expectations for 
young Indonesian children. 
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CHAPTER ONE 
GENERAL INTRODUCTION 
 
Personal Motivation 
I have enjoyed reading stories since I could read. I used to read lots of stories, 
including translated ones from other countries, like The Famous Five, Malory Towers and 
Three Investigators. When I was in Year 10, manga (Japanese comics) came to Indonesia, 
and I started to read them. At that time, manga was very popular in Indonesia. Many children 
enjoyed reading manga for hours every day, including me. I often went to the big bookstore 
near my school to read manga there.  
Compared to comics from Indonesia or other countries (e.g. Tintin, Lucky Luke, 
Asterix, or Superman and Batman), manga has different drawing and narration styles that 
allow the readers to capture the complexity of the emotions and thoughts of the characters. 
Manga also tells stories about 
daily life and its challenges. 
Another feature in manga that 
most attracted me was the 
word ‘ganbatte’, which was 
often loosely translated as 
‘never give up’. Almost all 
manga that I read depicted 
situations where main 
characters said ganbatte when 
they faced obstacles and 
failures (see Figure 1.1). The 
Figure 1.1 Depiction of ‘Never give up’ in a page of manga. 
Retrieved from https://goo.gl/images/vtzb2m 
Never Give Up in Manga 
 
The image has been removed due to 
that it may be subject to copyright 
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word was prominent in manga, but I hardly noticed it in other comics. It made me wonder 
why this word was so unique to manga.  
When I started studying psychology at university, I still enjoyed manga. However, the 
question remained, and another question regarding the impact of manga on its readers 
emerged when I learnt that many of my friends also enjoyed manga. I attempted to find some 
answers and found a book written by Seward (1970). Seward argued that societal values are 
reflected in the literature of a specific society. Because manga was produced in Japan, the 
societal values represented in manga (including ganbatte) were likely to reflect Japanese 
values.  
I then asked, ‘what values do manga represent?’ Bellah (1992) claimed that high 
achievement is valued in Japanese society. From Bellah’s work, I speculated that there was a 
link between achievement motivation and the content of manga. That speculation was then 
examined in my undergraduate mini-thesis (Suprawati, 1999). In that mini-thesis, a sample of 
manga was analysed to see whether achievement motivation was depicted in those manga. I 
also wondered if there was a connection between frequency of reading manga and readers’ 
level of achievement motivation. Therefore, the relationship between the frequency of 
teenagers’ reading manga and their level of achievement motivation was also investigated. 
The results showed that achievement motivation was depicted in manga. However, the study 
did not find a relationship between the frequency of reading manga and achievement 
motivation. Although those findings did not support my hypothesis, I still believed in the role 
of stories in affecting the reader. 
I realised there were personal reasons why I was attracted to the word ganbatte in 
manga. The word seemed to resonate with my life experiences. I saw the challenges depicted 
in those manga, and I reflected on my own challenges in life. I grew up in an urban slum by 
the river bank in the middle of a town in Java Island, Indonesia. It was not that I was 
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unhappy, but the life there was challenging as we lived in poverty. I never felt confident. 
Sometimes, I thought we did not have any future. Life was too challenging. However, when I 
read manga, I could relate to the challenges and the word ganbatte motivated me to work 
hard and do my best at school. I was selected to study at a well known university with very 
minimal tuition fees. From that experience, I came to believe in the impact of stories in 
affecting behaviour. I also believed that effort would pay off. I learnt from my experiences 
that if I worked hard, I could achieve my dreams.  
After I finished my undergraduate and master’s degrees, I joined a private university 
as a lecturer. At that time, although I did not read stories or manga as much, I remained 
curious about the role of stories as vehicles to affect readers’ behaviour. At the same time, I 
was also concerned with Indonesian students’ relatively low achievement in comparison to 
other countries in South East Asia. I knew that being capable of achieving something was 
important, and I felt miserable when faced with children who were not successful at school. 
Because I believed in the power of effort, I wondered if stories could be used to promote 
effort. I then found The Learning Gap (Stevenson and Stigler, 1994), which compared 
children’s effort in Japan, China and the United States of America. Stevenson and Stigler 
(1994) found that children’s effort in Japan and China was higher than in the U.S. From that 
book, I learnt a famous story used to teach Chinese children about effort, in which a boy met 
an old lady rubbing a big piece of iron with a stone. When the boy asked the lady what she 
was doing, she said that if she kept rubbing the stone against the iron, she could make a 
needle. I interpreted this story as showcasing the power of effort in achieving one’s own 
goals despite challenges or difficulties. As Chinese and Japanese students show high scores in 
many international assessments, I wondered if there was a connection between the stories 
available at school and their achievement. Stevenson and Stigler (1994) seemed to confirm 
that there might be a connection between stories about the main character exerting effort, 
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children’s effort and subsequent achievement. Next, I began to wonder what the stories 
available in Indonesian classrooms were about. To what extent do stories presented to young 
children have the potential to introduce children to the importance of exerting effort toward 
challenging situations?  
Research Background  
Indonesian students’ academic achievement is relatively low in several areas of the 
curriculum. Results in worldwide assessment measures, such as PISA (Programme for 
International Student Assessment) and TIMSS (Trends in International Mathematics and 
Science Study), revealed that Indonesian students’ performance in science, mathematics and 
reading ranks in the bottom third among countries participating in these assessments (IEA, 
2015a, 2015b; OECD, 2016). With scores of 386 for mathematics, 407 for reading, and 397 
for science, Indonesian 15-year-old student performance in PISA ranked 62 out of 69. Similar 
results also can be observed in the TIMSS findings. Indonesian 4th graders’ scores in TIMSS 
were 397 for both mathematics and science, ranking Indonesia 44th out of 49.  
Educational assessments conducted cross-nationally, such as PISA and TIMSS, 
provide comparative evidence on student performance, which may offer insight about the 
quality of education in various countries (OECD, 2018). Education plays an important role in 
developing human capital (Schultz, 1961), and because it contributes to a country’s economic 
growth (Benhabib & Spiegel, 1994), investment in human capital through improving 
educational quality is a strategic plan. Because international education assessments may 
provide relevant information related to student performance in a country relative to its 
counterparts, it is not surprising that the results of these assessments attract much attention. 
While international assessments may not capture all dimensions of student 
achievement in a single country (Bonnet, 2002; Goldstein, 2004), results from those 
assessments signal the low level of Indonesian student achievement in middle schools in 
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general. Given the years of schooling students have experienced by the age of 15, low 
achievement levels are likely rooted earlier in their school trajectories. Early success at 
school may predict later achievement. Numerous studies (Aubrey, Godfrey, & Dahl, 2006; 
Bell, 2007; Chen, Lee, & Stevenson, 1996; DeBerard, Spielmans, & Julka, 2004; House & 
Prion, 1998; Jones, 1987; Kurdek & Sinclair, 2001) have reported a significant relationship 
between prior and later achievement. For example, a study conducted by DeBerard et al. 
(2004), based on a sample of 204 undergraduate students, revealed that academic 
achievement in high school predicted academic achievement in college. In another study 
(Chen et al., 1996) with 729 first graders in the United States, China and Japan yielded 
similar results. This ten-year cross-national and longitudinal study found that early 
achievement predicted later achievement in mathematics and reading across countries. 
Regarding the results from the 2015 PISA and TIMSS, it is reasonable to suggest that 
Indonesian students’ low achievement in middle schools may be traced back to their early 
achievements in elementary school. 
Due to the importance of experiencing success in the early school years, it is 
imperative to identify factors that may help enhance academic achievement in young 
children, such as effort in academic contexts. Children’s effort is generally understood as 
behaviour directed toward challenging tasks and represents behavioural engagement toward 
the challenging academic tasks. Many studies (e.g. McWayne, Fantuzzo, & McDermott, 
2004; Schaefer & McDermott, 1999; Yen, Konold, & McDermott, 2004) have noted a 
positive association between children’s effort and their academic achievement.  
Beyond the context of schooling, exerting effort in response to challenge is beneficial 
for mastering skills. According to Ericsson, Krampe, and Tesch-Römer (1993), individuals’ 
prolonged effort plays a role in the development of expert performance. In their first 
experimental study with three groups of violinists (10 in each group), they found that the 
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amount and distribution of practice was associated with the level of performance. This 
finding was confirmed by their second study (Ericsson et al., 1993), comparing 12 expert and 
12 amateur pianists. These studies provide support for the importance of effort in addressing 
the challenges involved in skill acquisition, including academic skills. 
As exerting effort in challenging tasks is essential in academic contexts, children need 
to learn the importance of exerting effort from the early years of schooling. This learning is 
especially relevant as not all children will spontaneously make an effort when they come up 
with a challenge. A study by Ziegert, Kistner, Castro, and Robertson (2001) showed that 
kindergarten children might demonstrate two responses when facing a challenging task in 
solving a puzzle after failure. Ziegert et al. found that children might either avoid working on 
challenging puzzles and choose to work on easier ones, or they might maintain their 
engagement with challenging puzzles. The first response might decrease the chance to be 
successful at school because children may not learn important lessons from the tasks, while 
children who persevere will learn from the tasks and become more successful at school. 
Having established that effort plays a role in children’s success at school, and knowing that 
children may fail to exert effort, it seems relevant to explore the predictors of effort. 
To date, several studies have identified predictors of children’s effort, such as 
behavioural adjustment (Domínguez, Vitiello, Maier, & Greenfield, 2010), self-regulation 
(Rimm-Kaufman, Curby, Grimm, Nathanson, & Brock, 2009), parental support (Fantuzzo, 
McWayne, Perry, & Childs, 2004; Neitzel & Stright, 2003), classroom quality (Domínguez et 
al., 2010; Rimm-Kaufman, La Paro, Downer, & Pianta, 2005), and instructional context 
(Rimm-Kaufman et al., 2005). Children’s better adjustment and self-regulation are positively 
associated with higher behavioural engagement (Domínguez et al., 2010; Rimm-Kaufman et 
al., 2009). Parental involvement and assistance in problem-solving (Fantuzzo et al., 2004; 
Neitzel & Stright, 2003) also predict children’s effort. These studies revealed that parental 
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involvement in school and their assistance when children encountered difficult tasks could 
predict children’s effortful control. Meanwhile, a study by Rimm-Kaufman et al. (2005) 
demonstrated that when children were in small groups and teacher-structured instructional 
contexts, they were more likely to engage. Rimm-Kaufman and colleagues also showed that 
children were likely to persist in tasks when the teacher’s sensitivity met the children’s needs. 
Overall, those studies have shown predictors of children’s effort with various factors. 
However, the potential role of educational materials, such as stories used in the classroom, 
has received less attention. 
A number of studies have examined the role of stories in modifying children’s 
behaviour, because stories provide general knowledge about life situations, including 
appropriate behaviours for various situations (Bhavnagri & Samuels, 1996; Bouchard, 
Gervais, Gagnier, & Loranger, 2013; Dockett, Perry, & Whitton, 2006; Shepherd & 
Koberstein, 1989; Tsunemi, Tamura, Ogawa, Isomura, & Masataka, 2014). These studies 
provide support for the potential role of stories in introducing behaviours for young children 
to learn at school and enabling the promotion of behaviours important in an academic 
context, including effort.  
Many studies have also found that teachers’ talk as they present stories in the 
classroom also plays a role in children’s story comprehension (Brabham & Lynch-Brown, 
2002; D. K. Dickinson & Smith, 1994; Mol, Bus, & De Jong, 2009). These studies suggest 
that teachers may be able to create opportunities for young children in better understanding 
the effort-related themes in the stories.  
In light of the evidence of Indonesian students’ low achievement in international 
assessments, the widely recognised importance of effort in children’s academic achievement 
and the potential of stories to affect children’s behaviour, the present research examined the 
potential of stories introduced to young Indonesian schoolchildren and the importance of 
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exerting effort toward challenge. To date, little is known about this critical issue. Because of 
the important implications, this lack of studies on the issue presents an important research 
gap to be addressed.  
 
Research Aims 
The present research had three aims. First, because stories may help children learn 
about effort toward challenge, it was imperative to gain insight into the extent to which effort 
toward challenge was depicted in stories used in Indonesian schools. Therefore, the first aim 
of this research was to examine the nature of effort-related themes conveyed in Indonesian 
stories for young children at school. 
Given that what teachers say and how they say it as they present stories in the 
classroom may affect children’s comprehension of the stories (Dickinson & Smith, 1994; 
Brabham & Lynch-Brown, 2002; Mol et al., 2009), it was also essential to scrutinise what 
and how teachers talk about effort toward challenge when presenting stories to young 
children in the classroom. Hence, the second aim of the research was to explore the extent to 
which and how teachers referred to effort-related themes when they presented these stories.  
Due to varying thematic references teachers may address, children may understand 
stories in various ways. It was therefore critical to examine young children’s understanding of 
effort toward challenge depicted in stories presented in class. Thus, the third aim of the 
research was to assess young children’s understanding of effort-related themes in stories 
presented in the classroom. 
A summary of the research background’s relationship with the research aims is shown 
in Figure 1.2.  
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Research Background and Research Aims 
Figure 1.2 Research background and research aims  
 
Structure of the Thesis 
The thesis was written as a monograph, but contained sections presented in a thesis by 
publication. Because the empirical part of the research was conducted in three phases, each 
phase addressing one of the main research aims (hereafter called studies), there are three 
result chapters. Each of these result chapters is structured like a journal article, including an 
abstract, an introduction, a method, a result and a discussion. These will be turned into 
journal articles on completion of this thesis. 
 
 
10 
 
Overall, the thesis consists of seven chapters, beginning with this introduction. 
Chapter 2 describes the general literature review for the entire research, including the three 
studies. Chapter 3 outlines the general method underlying the three studies. Chapters 4, 5 and 
6 present each of the three studies in turn. Finally, Chapter 7 contains the general discussion 
and conclusion that wrap up all the studies.  
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CHAPTER TWO 
 GENERAL LITERATURE REVIEW 
 
Introduction 
The present research investigated the potential of stories to introduce young children 
to the importance of exerting effort in challenging situations. Research on the topics of effort, 
the potential of stories to influence children’s behaviour and the educational context of 
Indonesia are reviewed in turn.  
The first section reviews how effort has been conceptualised in educational research. 
This review provides the necessary background for the conceptualisation of effort adopted in 
this study. A review on how effort relates to academic achievement, providing a rationale for 
focusing on effort as an object of study in its own right is then provided. This section ends 
with a review of how effort has been observed in young children and variables that affect 
young children’s effort in resolving challenging tasks at school.  
The second section reviews research on the potential of stories to introduce the 
concept of exerting effort toward challenging situations for young school children. This 
section starts by reviewing the literature on the nature of stories presented at school and the 
kinds of impact that stories may have on children’s behaviour. A review of the theoretical 
foundations that may explain how stories can be used to introduce behaviour in children is 
then presented. The next focus is on the teachers’ role in presenting stories in the classroom 
and their impact on children’s story comprehension. This section concludes with a review of 
research on how children understand stories.  
The third section presents and discusses the Indonesian educational context. As a 
starting point, this section reviews the Indonesian curriculum used for preschool and primary 
education, and also introduces the Character Education Reinforcement (CER) programme. 
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Next, a review of curriculum material outlining the place of effort and how stories are 
expected to be used in the classroom is provided. Finally, international and Indonesian 
empirical research on the impact of stories in the Indonesian context is presented.  
 
Effort in Education Contexts 
Effort is a commonly used term in everyday language about schooling. Expressions 
like ‘You need to put extra effort into this task’ or ‘That was a great effort!’ are common 
among educators and parents. Adults use the term ‘effort’ when they praise children who 
work hard in completing their school tasks or homework. Students also use the word ‘effort’ 
when they evaluate their own work. These examples show how lay people use effort in their 
daily interactions, and thus indicate an understanding of what effort means. However, is this 
the case? How can we define effort? How has effort been conceptualised in the literature and 
operationalised in empirical studies? The answers to these questions are central to the set of 
studies presented in this dissertation. 
The term ‘effort’ has also been used widely in the educational psychology literature 
and can be found across sub-bodies of the literature, including motivation (Schunk, Pintrich, 
& Meece, 2008), volition (e.g. Corno, 1993) and self-regulation (Boekaerts & Corno, 2005; 
Pintrich & Zusho, 2002). In earlier studies on motivation, for example, effort served as one 
index to assess motivation (Bandura & Schunk, 1981). Along with the growing number of 
studies investigating the impact of motivation on students’ outcomes, researchers have begun 
to pay more attention to effort as a variable in its own right. Instead of investigating the 
relation between motivation and achievement, numerous studies (see Schunk et al., 2008, for 
review) began to examine the relation between motivation and effort and its role in mediating 
the relation between motivation and achievement (e.g. Cole, Bergin, & Whittaker, 2008; 
Jung, Zhou, & Lee, 2017; Larson, Stephen, Bonitz, & Wu, 2014). Using a sample of 
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undergraduate students (n = 1,005), Cole et al. (2008) found that the relation between test-
taking motivation and performance was mediated by effort. Cole and colleagues assessed 
effort by asking students to rate their effort in English, mathematics, science and social 
studies tests. Students responded on an 11-point scale, which ranged from 0% effort to 100% 
effort. Students’ motivation was assessed with a 7-point scale ranging from 0 for ‘not at all 
true of me’ to 6 for ‘very true of me’, and their performance was measured by a test assessing 
students’ skills and knowledge in those topics. The findings showed that students who did not 
perceive the importance or usefulness of an exam were likely to report less effort and had 
lower test scores. Cole’s study (2008) suggests that effort mediates motivation and 
performance. Another study, conducted by Larson et al. (2014) with a high school sample (n 
= 249), also revealed that after controlling for prior achievement, gender, self-efficacy and 
interest, effort was the most salient predictor of achievement in chemistry and physics. 
Larson and colleagues assessed effort by asking students to report the number of hours per 
week they studied for classes, while achievement was measured through an annual national 
test. Studies by Cole et al. and Larson et al. concerning effort mediation suggested that effort 
is an important variable that should be explored as an individual factor that impacts student 
achievement. 
Despite the exceptions mentioned above, not much research has studied effort as a 
discrete target variable. For example, scholars did not examine effort in its own right until the 
late 1990s (e.g. Brookhart, 1998). Hence, it is not surprising that several studies (Carbonaro, 
2005; Lackaye & Margalit, 2006; Stables, Murakami, McIntosh, & Martin, 2014; Yeo & 
Neal, 2004) have pointed out the difficulty in defining and measuring effort. For example, 
Yeo and Neal (2004) claimed that effort is difficult to define and measure because ‘it is an 
invisible, internal, hypothetical construct that is not directly observable’ (p. 231). Yeo and 
Neal also noted the lack of research that attempted to measure effort directly. The lack of 
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specific studies on measuring effort in schools is also noted by Stables et al. (2014). The lack 
of conceptual clarity and the small number of studies available support the focus of the 
current research in reaching a clear operational definition of effort as a first step.  
In spite of the argued lack of clarity, the extant research does provide some indication 
of the critical dimensions authors have considered when conceptualising effort (Brookhart, 
1998; Brookhart, Walsh, & Zientarski, 2006; Cole et al., 2008; Larson et al., 2014; Levi, 
Einav, Ziv, Raskind, & Margalit, 2014; Natriello & McDill, 1986). This is the focus of the 
section below. Given the limited literature exploring effort in learning, especially at the micro 
level of individual tasks or situations, the review below covers a broader context, including 
literature on effort in the acquisition of skills and expert performance. By extending the scope 
of the literature review, a more robust theoretical foundation of the construct of effort is 
sought.  
 
How effort is conceptualised in the present research  
In the present study, effort was defined as self-directed behaviour aimed at the 
resolution of a challenging situation. This definition is generated from three essential 
features. The first feature is that effort is a directed behaviour and is neither a random act nor 
an automatic response. The second feature is that effort is internally driven, with personal 
agency being the main determinant of the behaviour. The last feature is that the behaviour 
aims to resolve challenges. This feature means that challenges are involved in the situation 
and that these need to be addressed. How these three features of effort are rooted in the extant 
literature is detailed below. 
Effort as directed behaviour. Effort does not equate motivation. In the early 
motivation literature, effort was once understood as an indicator of motivation. For instance, 
Bandura and Schunk (1981) assessed students’ intrinsic motivation by recording the length of 
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time students spent in completing an arithmetic task. The authors argued that the more 
students were motivated, the longer they engaged with the tasks. However, along with the 
growing influence of cognitive psychology on motivation studies, effort was no longer 
understood as motivation but as a variable related to motivation. Brookhart et al. (2006), for 
instance, argued that effort is not part of motivation. According to these authors, motivation 
represents willingness to engage in an action, while the effort to sustain goal-directed action 
is part of volition (i.e. commitment that follows motivation). Brookhart and colleagues also 
added that motivation can be defined as ‘wanting to do something’ and volition as ‘actually 
doing it’ (p. 152). From this review, it can be concluded that effort is not the same as 
motivation, but it is an action or behaviour that follows motivation.  
Effort is directed behaviour. According to Brookhart et al. (2006), effort can be 
defined as behaviour directed toward a goal. In the school context, students’ effort can be 
aimed at different goals, such as excelling at sports, being kind to others or learning to play a 
game with friends. However, as attainment in academic areas is highly emphasised in 
schools, the research focus on students’ effort has mostly been directed at investigating the 
consequences of effort on academic achievement. Therefore, most recent scholars have 
defined effort as achievement-directed behaviour. Effort has clearly been observed in 
different contexts of achievement, particularly in the preparation phase, such as doing 
homework (Adamuti-Trache & Sweet, 2013; Trautwein, 2007), preparing for exams (Cole et 
al., 2008; Larson et al., 2014), or practising skills (Kobori, Yoshie, Kudo, & Ohtsuki, 2011; 
Stoeber & Eismann, 2007). For example, a study conducted by Larson et al. (2014) 
investigated effort-related to preparation for classroom-based activities. Larson and 
colleagues studied 249 Year Eleven students (M = 16.2 years of age) who were required to 
indicate the number of hours per week they spent studying for their classes. Using the scores 
from national exams on physics and chemistry subjects, that study found a positive 
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association between effort and achievement. Another study (Adamuti-Trache & Sweet, 2013) 
conducted with a sample of 16-year-old students (n = 20,142) also showed a positive 
correlation between effort, as assessed by the time invested on homework, and achievement, 
measured through science literacy scores. The findings of these studies suggest that effort can 
be understood as a goal-directed behaviour likely to be evident in school settings through 
students’ commitment to achievement.  
A broad conceptualisation of effort as goal-directed behaviour fits the aims of the 
present study, particularly because the stories available in Indonesian schools do not only 
depict situations at school. Hence, the present study focused on the main character’s 
behaviour, directed at achieving a goal in the stories.  
Effort as internally driven behaviour. Effort is internally driven. Most studies 
involving students’ effort have implied that effort is the result of personal agency and not 
imposed by others (Adamuti-Trache & Sweet, 2013; Brookhart, 1998; Cole et al., 2008; 
Kobori et al., 2011; Larson et al., 2014; Levi et al., 2014; Natriello & McDill, 1986; Stoeber 
& Eismann, 2007; Trautwein, 2007; Trautwein, Lüdtke, Roberts, Schnyder, & Niggli, 2009; 
Trautwein, Lüdtke, Schnyder, & Niggli, 2006). A common feature of these studies is that 
they have investigated situations that are not necessarily supervised directly (like homework 
and test preparation) and that provide some degree of choice to students. For example, 
students may choose when, where and how long they engage in the activities. They can also 
choose how they will complete them and may even choose not to engage in them. This 
voluntary dimension of effort is evident in the measures used in some of the studies 
mentioned above. For instance, Stoeber and Eismann (2007) assessed effort in terms of the 
number of hours per week students spent on practising music. In their study, a sample of 146 
students from music high schools was asked to respond on a 6-point scale, ranging from less 
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than 5 h (1) to more than 25 h (6). The range of options used in the study implied that 
students had choices in determining the duration of their practice.  
This voluntary dimension still can be observed when a student complies with the 
basic rules and norms at school. For example, Carbonaro (2005) conceptualised effort as ‘the 
amount of time and energy students expend in meeting formal academic requirements’ (p. 
29). Although it seems that students are expected to engage in tasks imposed by external 
situations, such as academic requirements, this does not completely preclude students from 
exercising some level of choice in regards to their effort investment. They can choose to 
comply or not comply with the requirements and invest more or less time in the activity.  
Personal agency governs the effort exerted by students. Brookhart (1998) referred to 
effort as ‘student-chosen application to their studies’ (p. 203). Brookhart and colleagues 
measured effort as students’ time spent on homework and teachers’ rating on students’ 
behaviour in the class (e.g. trying hard, asking help or participating in class). Moreover, in an 
earlier study, Natriello and McDill (1986) conceptualised effort as ‘unconstrained by 
scheduling practices of schools’ (p.18). In that study, effort was assessed by asking for the 
students’ time spent on homework. The references to ‘student-chosen application’ and to 
‘unconstrained by scheduling practices’ indicate that effort is governed by students and is not 
imposed by others. These studies, therefore, suggest that personal agency is central to effort, 
which was another feature specified in the present study. 
Effort as behaviour directed to resolve challenges. It is somewhat surprising that in 
the literature on how effort is conceptualised, challenge is rarely acknowledged. However, 
looking deeply into how effort is measured, it can be seen that challenge is a necessary 
trigger in enacting effort. Many studies (e.g. Brookhart, 1998; Chouinard, Karsenti, & Roy, 
2007; Guan, Xiang, McBride, & Keating, 2013) that investigated effort through self-report 
mostly used items that contained terms like ‘hard’, such as ‘working hard’, ‘how hard’, or 
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‘try hard’. For instance, Chouinard et al. (2007) used items such as ‘I work hard in 
mathematics’ and ‘When I do mathematics tasks, I work very hard’ (p. 506). Another 
example can be observed in a study conducted by Brookhart et al. (2006). In that study, one 
of the items was ‘How hard did you try when you did the classroom assessment event?’ (p. 
183). Classroom assessment event is classroom practices to evaluate student performances, 
including summative and formative assessments. The examples shown in those studies 
suggest that extra energy is needed.  
Effort is not just working or trying. There is a sense of more or extra when it comes to 
effort, in terms of either intensity or quality. The idea of intensity can be found in many 
studies (e.g. Larson et al., 2014; Trautwein, 2007) that employ time spent in homework or 
studying as an indicator of effort. Whereas the quality of effort can be observed in studies 
using effort measurements other than time expenditure, such as in Trautwein’s study (2007) 
that used six items about students’ effort in homework settings, like trying the best when 
doing homework (item sample: ‘I do my best in my mathematics homework’) (p. 382). In that 
study, students were asked to rate their effort invested in homework in a 4-point Likert-type 
scale ranging from ‘not true at all’ to ‘completely true’. By examining the effort 
measurements used in those studies, it can be concluded that challenge is necessary to 
indicate effort.  
Another indication that challenge is somehow necessary for effort to emerge can also 
be seen in contexts involving difficulties, such as homework and skill acquisition. Homework 
is one difficult context that students may experience. A study (Burnett & Fanshawe, 1996) 
that measured the school-related stressors in a sample of secondary students (n =1620) 
included ‘too much homework’ (p. 423) as one of the stressors that adolescents may 
experience, along with too many assessments and written assignments. Students often 
complain that homework takes away their time from more enjoyable activities (Trautwein, 
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2007) and show negative emotion toward it (Warton, 2001). Furthermore, as homework may 
be assigned due to the lack of skill, students need to practice but may find it difficult to 
complete. Therefore, homework can be challenging for students and effort is needed to target 
these challenges. Challenge is also evident when an individual aims to master a skill. 
According to Ericsson et al. (1993), expert performance is the result of individuals’ 
prolonged efforts in improving performance. Long hours of practice are necessary to improve 
a skill, and this effort may lead to fatigue and distress. For instance, some studies (Dews & 
Williams, 1989; Shoup, 1995) have found that practices may lead to somatic complaints and 
emotional fatigue in young musicians. Exerting effort to maintain long practices, despite 
fatigue and distress, is necessary. These studies imply that acquiring skill is challenging, and 
effort in this context is exerted to address this challenge. Studies on homework and skill 
acquisition, therefore, suggest that challenge is evident in the context of effort. 
The next section focuses on the relation between effort and persistence. As 
persistence often presents along with effort, it is important to understand where these two 
constructs differ and where they meet. 
Effort and its relation to persistence. Studies investigating effort and persistence 
have established different associations between these two constructs. Some scholars (e.g. 
Bandura, 1997; Elliot, McGregor, & Gable, 1999) treated them as two different constructs, 
whereas several others (e.g. Guan et al., 2013; Tinto, 1997), on the opposite, thought of them 
as a single construct. Meanwhile, other scholars consider persistence to be part of effort (Levi 
et al., 2014; Trautwein et al., 2009). Among these three potential types of associations, the 
latest is the one employed in the present study. 
As mentioned, some scholars have seen effort as distinct from persistence. For 
example, with a sample of 179 undergraduates, Elliot et al. (1999) used two separate scales to 
assess effort and persistence. Effort in their study was defined as the ‘overall amount of effort 
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expended in the process of studying’ (p. 550). Meanwhile, persistence, labelled as effort 
management or effort regulation, was conceptualised as ‘a continued investment in learning 
when obstacles such as comprehension difficulty are encountered’ (p. 550). Two items were 
employed in the effort scale: ‘I put a lot of effort into preparing for the exam’ and ‘I worked 
very hard to prepare for the exam’ (p. 563), whereas in persistence, there were four items 
employed: ‘When I become confused about something I’m reading for this course, I go back 
and try to figure it out’, ‘Regardless whether or not I like the material, I work my hardest to 
learn it’, ‘When something that I’m studying gets difficult, I spend extra time and effort 
trying to understand it’ and ‘I try to learn all of the testable material “inside and out”, even if 
it is boring’ (p. 563). These scholars suggest that effort and persistence are two different 
concepts. By using two different measurements, they suggest that those constructs are 
independent. In other words, they are not related. This understanding can be debatable.  
It can be argued that the behaviours represented in the items are related regarding the 
items used in these two scales. Items in the effort scale depicted behaviours in a context of 
exam preparation, whereas the persistence scale used the context of dealing with difficulties. 
The contexts used for those behaviours were indeed different. However, although different 
contexts were applied, one may argue that behaviours in the context of difficulties can be 
included when students prepare for exams. It can be argued that those constructs are not 
independent because the items overlap. Thus, establishing distinctions between effort and 
persistence may be, to some extent, problematic. 
Other scholars (e.g. Guan et al., 2013; Tinto, 1997), in contrast, have incorporated 
effort and persistence under the same construct. For example, Guan et al. (2013), though 
initially adapting the definitions and scales for effort and persistence from Elliot’s study 
(1999) that separated those two constructs, Guan and colleagues merged those two scales into 
a single indicator of effort/persistence based on their findings. Using a sample of high school 
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students (n = 171), Guan and colleagues demonstrated that effort and persistence could be 
empirically collapsed into a single factor in their data analysis; in their study, effort was 
defined as the ‘amount of energy expended in the process of learning’ (p. 153). Meanwhile, 
persistence referred to ‘a continued investment in learning when obstacles are encountered in 
the context of studying’ (p. 153). Effort was assessed with four items: ‘I put a lot of effort 
into preparing for our competitions’, ‘I work very hard to prepare for our competitions’, ‘I 
work hard to do well even if I don’t like what we are doing’ and ‘I always pay attention to my 
coach’ (p. 170). Persistence was also measured with four items: ‘When I have trouble 
performing some skills, I go back and practice’, ‘Regardless of whether or not I like the 
drills, I work my hardest to do them’, ‘When something that I am practising is difficult, I 
spent extra time and effort trying to do it right’ and ‘I try to learn and do well, even if an 
activity is boring’ (p. 170). Data analysis showed that all eight items loaded on one factor, 
which accounted for 59.63% of the effort/persistence. Furthermore, through the analysis of 
Cronbach’s coefficient, it revealed high internal consistency for this factor (0.90). From that 
study, the authors suggest that effort and persistence are interchangeable constructs.  
However, considering those constructs as interchangeable is also debatable. It is 
reasonable to argue that while they are highly related, they are not interchangeable constructs. 
Persistence is part of effort. Looking closely at the definitions employed by Elliot et al. 
(1999) and Guan et al. (2013), it can be seen that effort could be defined as a more general 
(i.e. the amount of energy expended), and persistence as a more specific concept (i.e. 
continued investment). Effort is an investment, and persistence is the continuing investment. 
It can thus be understood that persistence is part of effort. Effort addresses students’ 
behaviours when dealing with challenging situations, including being persistent. For instance, 
Trautwein et al. (2009), with a sample of 415 Grade 8 students, measured academic effort 
using two scales. First was homework compliance, assessed by six items, such as ‘I always 
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try to complete my mathematics homework’ (p. 1121). The second was persistence, which 
was examined by three items, such as ‘Even if my mathematics homework is difficult, I don’t 
give up quickly’ (p. 1121). From Trautwein and colleagues’ study, it can be seen that 
persistence can be perceived as one type of effort. One may argue that while being persistent 
may be considered as exerting effort, exerting effort may not always involve persistence for a 
prolonged period.  
In regards to continuing investment (persistence), there is a sense that the person 
being challenged has stopped or has encountered obstacles that have not deterred the person 
from continuing exerting effort. As such, persistence seems to involve the presence of initial 
unsuccessful outcome(s). Unsuccessful outcome is an outcome that informs an individual 
about the need for further effort. As persistence is defined as a continuation of the person’s 
investment or effort, unsuccessful outcomes may trigger persistence.  
Taking these studies together and for the purpose of the present investigation, effort is 
defined as self-directed behaviour in response to a challenge that may involve persistence. 
Since persistence involves unsuccessful outcomes, the present study has incorporated stories 
with more than one unsuccessful outcome to explore the notion of persistence.  
How effort relates to achievement  
This section focuses on how effort is related to achievement in several contexts, 
particularly in homework and preparation for learning at school.  
Effort in homework and academic achievement. Homework is a context where 
scholars can see how effort is related to achievement. For instance, with a sample of 483 
eight graders, Trautwein (2007) assessed effort on homework contexts by asking the students 
to rate six items related to compliance and effort related to homework assignments. Some 
items, for example, were ‘I do my best in my mathematics homework’ (p. 382) and ‘I often 
copy mathematics homework from others’ (reverse scored) (p. 382). The achievement was 
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assessed through two measurements: first, students’ grades on their most recent mathematics 
test, and second, their report cards on mathematics. The results showed that homework effort 
was significantly and positively correlated (r = 0.27 - 0.40, p < 0.001 ) to mathematic 
achievement in the tasks assessed.  
Another series of studies conducted by Trautwein et al. (2009) also showed a positive 
association between effort invested in homework and academic achievement. In this case, a 
total of 1,275 eight-grade students were asked to rate their homework efforts on a four-point 
scale ranging from not true at all (1) to completely true (4). The scale consisted of four items 
asking about whether students did their homework carefully and did not copy other’s work 
(e.g. ‘I always try to finish my French homework’) (p. 80). The results indicated that 
students’ effort toward homework had a positive association (r = 0.30, p < 0.001 ) with 
achievement, as assessed with a standardised French test. 
 
Effort during tests or class preparation and academic achievement. How effort is 
related to achievement can also be seen in student test preparation. Cole et al. (2008), for 
instance, found a significant positive relation between effort and achievement in this context. 
In their study, a sample of 1,005 undergraduate students was asked to rate their effort exerted 
in English, mathematics, science and social studies tests by responding to an 11-point scale, 
which ranged from 0% effort to 100% effort. Student achievement was measured with a test 
assessing students’ knowledge and skills on those areas of the curriculum. The result showed 
that effort was positively associated with achievement (the correlation between studies were 
ranging from r = 0.47 to 0.57, p < 0.001).  
The association between effort and academic achievement can also be seen in 
research about student study or preparation for in-class learning. As an example, in a study by 
Larson et al. (2014), 249 eleventh-year-students from two Indian high schools were asked to 
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report the number of hours per week they invested in studying for their classes. The results 
demonstrated that effort was significantly associated with achievement in chemistry (r = 
0.33, p < 0.01) and physics (r = 0.24, p < 0.01) as assessed by an annual national 
examination.  
Those studies provide evidence of associations between effort and academic 
achievement, particularly when evaluating young people and adults through self-reported 
measures. A review of the studies justifies the significance of effort to be investigated on its 
own. However, the absence of studies with children in the first years of formal schooling is 
noticeable. Also, a limitation of all this work is that they measured ‘average’ effort across 
task situations, but not in specific ones. The present study may contribute to complement the 
understanding of effort in younger children and in response to specific tasks. The following 
section discusses what is known so far about effort in the younger ages. 
 
How effort has been observed in young children 
Locating studies on young children’s effort by using the very term of effort proved to 
be an unsuccessful endeavour. However, it does not necessarily imply that effort has never 
been studied in young children. Looking at the literature on school readiness in predicting 
later achievement (Duncan et al., 2007), it can be seen that attention skills, such as task 
persistence and self-regulation, increase the time of children’s engagement and participation 
in academic tasks. Therefore, broadening the review of the literature to behaviours that 
children need prior to school entry provided valuable information to indirectly explore the 
notion of children’s effort in academic contexts.  
The section first outlines the literature on school readiness to explore the relation 
between young children’s effort and subsequent achievement. It is followed by a review of 
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studies on the contribution of effort to achievement, relative to other variables. The section 
ends with a discussion of variables that may influence children’s effort.  
Effort as children’s behaviour in school entry and its relation to later 
achievement. Effort in young children can be seen in children’s engagement with school 
tasks, which predicts subsequent academic achievement. Using the term approaches to 
learning, many studies (e.g. DiPerna, Lei, & Reid, 2007; Li-Grining, Votruba-Drzal, 
Maldonado-Carreño, & Haas, 2010; McWayne et al., 2004; Schaefer & McDermott, 1999; 
Yen et al., 2004) have investigated children’s behaviour needed prior to school entry. 
Approaches to learning are defined as observable behaviours children display when they 
engage in school tasks (McWayne et al., 2004), and they comprise several behaviours, 
including persistence. The children’s behaviours predict their later academic success. For 
example, using a longitudinal design with a sample of 6,905 children from kindergarten 
through fifth grade, a study conducted by DiPerna et al. (2007) found a positive correlation 
(weighted rs = 0.28 - 0.38) between children’s approaches to learning and their mathematical 
growth as assessed through a standardised test. Children’s approaches to learning were 
measured through the Approaches to Learning Scale. Scale adapted from Gresham and Elliott 
(1990)) using six items including attentiveness, task persistence, eagerness to learn, 
independence, flexibility and organisation. Teachers were asked to  rate on a four-point scale 
ranging from never (1) to very often (4), measuring the extent to which they observed the 
target behaviours in the class. Using similar measurements, Li-Grining et al. (2010) analysed 
children’s approaches to learning across-six times data collection (n = 10,666 from 
kindergarten, 1st, 3rd and 5th grade). The longitudinal study found a positive association (r = 
0.16 - 0.56, p <.001) between children’s early approaches to learning and individual 
trajectories in reading and mathematics achievement as assessed by a reading and 
mathematics assessment developed by the U.S. Department of Education. These studies 
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suggest that children’s effort, assessed through their approaches to learning, predicts later 
academic achievement. 
The positive association between children’s effort and achievement is also established 
beyond cognitive abilities. For instance, Schaefer and McDermott (1999), assessed children’s 
effort using teacher ratings of children’s behaviour (e.g. ‘gives up easily’ and ‘is reluctant to 
attempt new tasks’) (p. 303) and found that children’s effort accounted for an average of 
27.1% of the variability in teacher-assigned mathematics grades and 12.0% in standardised 
mathematics scores in the school-age population (n = 1,100) after controlling for 
demographic factors and intelligence. Another study, conducted by Yen et al. (2004), showed 
similar results. With a sample of students ranging in age from 6 to 17 years (n = 1304), 
students’ learning behaviours were assessed with the Learning Behaviours Scale 
(McDermott, Green, Francis, & Stott, 1999), whereas their cognitive abilities were examined 
using the Differential Ability Scales (Elliott, 1990). The findings revealed that there is a 
relationship (standardised path coefficient is 0.13) between learning behaviour and academic 
achievement, after controlling for cognitive ability. Those studies provide evidence of the 
contribution of children’s effort to achievement.  
Although the term ‘effort’ is rarely found in young children’s studies, the review 
suggests that young children can exert effort and when they do, it contributes to their later 
attainment. In light of the relation to later achievement, this review also justifies the 
importance of exploring a way to promote children’s effort at school and the significance of 
the present study to conduct such research.  
The subsequent review examines variables that have been found to be related to 
children’s effort at school. The review provides information about the predictors of children’s 
effort that have been investigated so far and whether the role of stories has been identified.  
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Factors that may influence effort in young children. Children’s effort toward 
challenging situations can be influenced by several factors, such as children’s characteristics, 
parental support and features of the classroom environment. Several studies have reported 
children’s characteristics associated with their effort in the classroom, including self-
regulation (Rimm-Kaufman et al., 2009), behaviour adjustment (Domínguez et al., 2010), and 
children’s boldness or wariness (Rimm-Kaufman et al., 2002). For instance, with a sample of 
kindergarten children (n =172), Rimm-Kaufman et al. (2009) assessed children’s self-
regulation and their task persistence. In that study, children’s self-regulation was assessed 
with subtests of the Preschool Self-Regulation Assessment (Smith-Donald, Raver, Hayes, & 
Richardson, 2007). Children’s persistence was assessed through teachers’ reports and 
classroom observations. The results indicated that children with lower self-regulation were 
less likely to persist in their tasks. Another study (Rimm-Kaufman et al., 2002) also 
documented the association between children’s boldness or wariness (called early 
behavioural attributes) and their task persistence. The behavioural attributes and task 
persistence of 97 kindergarten children were assessed using classroom observations. The 
findings showed that bold children displayed less persistence, suggesting that children’s 
characteristics may affect their effort in school tasks. 
Parental support, including involvement and assistance, can also affect children’s 
effort. In a study conducted by Fantuzzo et al. (2004), 144 parents of preschool children were 
assessed with the Family Involvement Questionnaire (Fantuzzo, Tighe, & Childs, 2000). The 
participants were asked about their activities and behaviours that they involved in school and 
at home to benefit their children. Children’s behaviours were assessed using the Preschool 
Learning Behaviours Scale (McDermott et al., 1999). The results showed that parental 
involvement, was associated (r = 0.25 - 0.36, p <0.001) with children’s persistence. Parents 
who showed higher engagement at school (e.g. joining in class trips, talking with teachers or 
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participating in the classroom roster) and home (e.g. creating a suitable learning space, asking 
children about school or providing access to books) were likely to have children with better 
attention and persistence. Another study, conducted by Neitzel and Stright (2003), showed 
that maternal assistance in problem-solving predicts children’s effort. With a sample of 
mothers and their preschool children (86 dyads), the longitudinal study assessed maternal 
assistance through observations of the mother-child pair at home when the mother provided 
instructions and assistance she thought necessary for the child who was completing four 
difficult problem-solving tasks. The problem-solving tasks served as a context in which the 
mother had opportunities to assist her child’s efforts in a potentially frustrating situation. 
Children’s effort was assessed a year later through observations in their kindergarten 
classrooms. Findings revealed that maternal assistance with problem-solving (emotional 
support and transfer of responsibility) predicted children’s effort (r = 0.51, 0.47 respectively, 
p < 0.01). Mothers who provided a high level of emotional support (encouragement and 
positive attitudes about children’s ability in completing the difficult tasks) and of transfer 
responsibility (encouraging children’s autonomy to complete the tasks) were likely to have 
children with better sustained effort in difficult tasks. These studies provide support for the 
roles of family member activities and assistance that contribute to children’s effort.  
Classroom characteristics, like teaching quality and the configuration of the classroom 
setting, are also factors that have been investigated as predictors of children’s effort. Using 
observations in a kindergarten sample (n = 250), a study (Rimm-Kaufman et al., 2005) found 
that when children were engaged in child directed activities, such as independent desk work 
or centre time, they were more likely to be off-task than when they were taking part in 
structured teacher-directed activities. They were also more likely to be off-task when teachers 
organised their classroom as a whole class setting compared to small groups.  
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It seems that children were more likely to be on-task in a small group arrangement 
because teachers were more likely to scaffold children’s attention in those instances. That 
study also found that teaching quality (how teachers offer academic and emotional support 
for learning) moderated the association between classroom settings and children’s effort. 
Regardless of the classroom setting, children were less likely to be off-task if they were in 
high teaching quality classrooms (teachers were aware of the children’s needs and modified 
activities to fit those needs). Other studies (Rimm-Kaufman et al., 2009; Rimm-Kaufman et 
al., 2002) have also found that children’s effort in completing their tasks is associated with 
teaching quality and teacher sensitivity. These studies suggest that classroom characteristics 
may contribute to children’s effort toward challenging tasks. However, although the role of 
some classroom characteristics in affecting children’s effort has been identified, the 
contribution of educational materials, such as stories, is under-researched. As each school 
task or educational material can provide affordances for children to learn at school (Bower, 
2008), one can assume that stories may also serve to promote children’s effort.  
 
Stories as potential material to promote children’s effort toward challenging situations  
Stories have been identified as materials that can potentially affect children’s 
behaviour and learning (Abdelhalim, 2015; Dockett et al., 2006; Dyer-Seymour, Shatz, 
Wellman, & Saito, 2004; Dyer, Shatz, & Wellman, 2000; Shepherd & Koberstein, 1989; 
Suprawati, Anggoro, & Bukatko, 2014; Tsai, Louie, Chen, & Uchida, 2007; Wege et al., 
2014; Zamir & Baratz, 2013). For example, various themes in storybooks found in bookstores 
or libraries relate to children’s behaviour in different situations (e.g. going to the dentist or 
not wanting to eat vegetables). Parents can choose storybooks that may influence children’s 
behaviour to help them deal with challenges. Similar practices also seem to occur in schools. 
Teachers often select stories to be read in the classroom that address certain themes related to 
 
 
30 
 
children’s situations in the classroom, like making friends or playing together. It seems that 
people understand the potential of stories to influence children’s behaviour and employ them 
to help children navigate different situations.  
Research on story reading has been carried out over many decades. According to 
Morrow and Brittain (2003), scholars started to pay attention to this topic in the 1980s. As the 
first interaction between young children and stories usually comes from shared reading with 
parents, many studies (Bus, 2001; Bus, Van Ijzendoorn, & Pellegrini, 1995; Haden, Reese, & 
Fivush, 1996; Heath, 1982; Leseman & De Jong, 1998; Pellegrini, Brody, & Sigel, 1985) 
began to describe the nature of parents’ story reading at home investigated its impact on 
children. Studies investigating teachers’ practices when presenting stories were also 
conducted concurrently (Beck & McKeown, 2001; Dickinson & Keebler, 1989; Dickinson & 
Smith, 1994b; Fisher, Flood, Lapp, & Frey, 2004; Hoffman, Roser, & Battle, 1993; Martinez 
& Teale, 1993; Morrow & Brittain, 2003; Wiseman, 2011). As many experimental classroom 
studies (e.g. Feitelson, Goldstein, Iraqi, & Share, 1993; Feitelson, Kita, & Goldstein, 1986; 
Rosenhouse, Feitelson, Kita, & Goldstein, 1997) have provided evidence of the impact of in-
class shared reading on children’s literacy, schools have emphasised this practice in the 
classroom. Besides investigating its impact on children’s literacy, other studies also have 
examined the effect of stories in developing children’s skills, such as life or social skills 
(Abdelhalim, 2015; Dockett et al., 2006; Dyer-Seymour et al., 2004; Dyer et al., 2000; 
Shepherd & Koberstein, 1989; Suprawati et al., 2014; Tsai et al., 2007; Wege et al., 2014; 
Zamir & Baratz, 2013). 
In line with the present study, the next section focuses on stories read in the 
classroom. Despite that shared reading in classroom settings may not be universal, a review 
of this literature is needed because it has been used to inform the data collection and analysis 
techniques used in this study. 
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How stories are used at school 
This section focuses on the nature of stories used at school as well as the frequency 
with which stories are read in different grades, the reasons that motivate teachers to read 
stories and the physical setup organised by educators when reading stories in different grades. 
The section provides a general picture of the position of stories in a classroom, especially in 
younger grades. The studies reviewed in this section, though they may be dated, reflect the 
available literature in this area and provide an idea of the place of story reading in 
classrooms. 
Stories are widely used at school, particularly in younger grades and the research 
reflects that. Using 500 surveys distributed to teachers from pre-kindergarten to Grade 8 in 
the United States, Morrow and Brittain (2003) found that the majority of teachers from pre-
kindergarten to second grade read stories to their students at least five times each week. The 
highest percentage was reported by 96% of teachers in pre-kindergarten and kindergarten 
classes, followed by 75% of Year 1 teachers and 73% of Year 2 teachers. The study also 
showed that as children got older, teachers did not read stories as often as in the younger 
grades. For example, only 42% of teachers in the fourth and fifth years reported reading 
stories every day. Although that study suggests the frequency of reading stories seems to 
decrease as children grow older, it does not mean that this practice is completely left aside. A 
study by Meyer, Wardrop, Hastings, and Linn (1993) also revealed that time spent in reading 
stories fluctuated between seven and no more than 15 minutes in each session; in that study, 
data were collected over nine full-days of classroom observations of 650 kindergarten 
children from 12 schools in three districts in the United States. Although this study only 
provided information on the time spent reading stories at a specific year level, it indicates the 
prevalence of this activity, especially for young children.  
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Teachers read stories for different reasons, including cultivating the pleasure and 
desire of reading and providing information about particular topics. For instance, in Morrow 
and Brittain’s study (2003), 91% of the teachers in pre-kindergarten and kindergarten classes 
reported that the reason for reading stories to their students was to develop the joy of reading, 
87% was to encourage students to read, and 74% was to get information. Their finding 
suggests that teachers know the benefits of presenting stories to children in the classrooms. 
In terms of classroom organisation, teachers prefer different locations in the 
classroom when reading stories. Morrow and Brittain (2003) found that reading while 
children sat on a mat was the most popular setting for teachers on all grades from pre-
kindergarten to Year 3. More than 80% of teachers in those grades were likely to read stories 
on the mat, compared to only 16% of teachers in Year 4 and 5. Sitting in a literacy centre was 
also quite common for teachers in the younger grades. For instance, almost 40% of teachers 
in pre-kindergarten and kindergarten were likely to read in a literacy centre, while only 4% of 
teachers in Year 4 and 5 used the centre. Reading to children while they sat at their desks was 
the least popular setting for teachers in pre-kindergarten and kindergarten but was the most 
popular setting for teachers in Years 4 and 5. Only 13% of teachers in pre- kindergarten and 
kindergarten read to children seated at their desks, while 40% of teachers in Year 4 and 5 
kept the students at their desks.  
Though the number of studies discussed above is rather limited, they provide relevant 
information about how stories may be utilised in schools and suggest the prominent place that 
stories have, particularly in the first grades of schooling. Those studies also show how 
strategic the present study is in examining the potential of stories in promoting children’s 
effort in challenging situations in this particular context. The next section centres on what 
young children may learn from stories that are presented in the classroom.  
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What young children can learn from the stories presented at school 
This section presents the advantages children may gain from stories presented in the 
classroom. The section starts by examining empirical studies on the impact of stories on the 
development of vocabulary and reading comprehension. Next, studies that examined the 
benefits of reading stories for introducing new knowledge and building necessary skills in 
children are reviewed.  
Vocabulary acquisition and reading comprehension. Stories have been recognised 
for their benefits, mostly in developing children’s vocabulary and reading comprehension. 
Numerous studies (Elley, 1989; Houston-Price, Howe, & Lintern, 2014; Justice, Meier, & 
Walpole, 2005; Ninio, 1983; Robbins & Ehri, 1994; K. S. Wilkinson & Houston-Price, 2013) 
have examined the effect of stories on vocabulary development. For example, Houston-Price 
et al. (2014) showed that stories increased children’s high level vocabulary (words above the 
expected level for the child’s chronological age). Two lists of difficult words were 
constructed, and two different stories containing each list were developed. Thirteen 
kindergarten and Year 2 classes (n = 145) participating in this study were assigned to hear 
one of two storybooks. Those words were heard three times within the stories, and a 
definition accompanied each word when it was heard for the first time. Teachers were not 
allowed to provide further explanation of the target words. The results showed that children 
better understood the difficult words exposed through stories compared to words that were 
not presented in the stories.  
In addition to vocabulary, some studies (Adlof, McLeod, & Leftwich, 2014; 
Dickinson & Smith, 1994b; Mira & Schwanenflugel, 2013; Rosenhouse et al., 1997) have 
investigated the effect of storybooks in developing reading comprehension. For instance, 
Rosenhouse et al. (1997) randomly assigned sixteen first year classes (n = 339) to one of four 
experimental conditions (single-author - children listened to various stories from an author; 
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series - children listened a series of stories from one author; multiple-authors - children 
listened to stories from different authors; and control group - children did regular learning 
activities other than stories, like drawing and worksheets). Results indicated that children’s 
reading comprehension assessed by a multiple-choice test was higher in the experimental 
groups than in the control group. These findings suggest the impact of story reading on 
children’s reading comprehension. In addition, among the experimental groups, those in the 
series and multiple-authors groups had higher scores in reading comprehension. The authors 
argued that regardless of the genre, extensive reading has a powerful impact on children’s 
reading comprehension.  
The studies reviewed above show evidence of the impact of stories on the 
development of children’s vocabulary and reading comprehension. The next section reviews 
studies on the role of stories in introducing new knowledge, particularly social knowledge, to 
children.  
Social knowledge acquisition. Stories have been widely used to introduce knowledge 
to children. Many studies have documented how children can acquire information about the 
world, including factual knowledge (Kelemen, Emmons, Seston Schillaci, & Ganea, 2014; 
Nyhout & O'Neill, 2014), and social knowledge (Dockett et al., 2006; Dyer-Seymour et al., 
2004; Dyer et al., 2000; Suprawati et al., 2014; Tsai et al., 2007; Wege et al., 2014; Zamir & 
Baratz, 2013). For example, a study by Kelemen et al. (2014) showed that kindergarten 
children could understand the complex knowledge of evolution through storybooks. In their 
first experiment, 61 children aged five to eight years of age were read a ten-page storybook 
using real pictures and a factual narrative to answer a question raised at the beginning of the 
story: ‘Why did pilosas change from having highly variable trunk widths in the past to having 
predominantly thin trunks now?’ (p. 895). The stories provided information on natural 
selection concepts, such as trait variations within a population, habitat and food-source 
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changes in response to abrupt climate change and trait inheritances. The results showed that 
the storybook enhanced children’s understanding of science-related topics across all ages. 
This example elegantly shows how children can learn some complex factual knowledge about 
the world through stories. 
Stories may also provide information about social knowledge by presenting situations 
like going to school for the first time, bereavement or the arrival of a sibling. A study 
conducted by Dockett et al. (2006), for instance, focused on stories for young children that 
contained knowledge related to starting school, elaborating on what teachers and children do 
at school, using 106 children’s picture storybooks about school transition recommended by 
parents and teachers. Many themes related to attending school were depicted in these stories, 
such as the roles of teachers and what children’s behaviours are expected at school. The 
findings revealed that almost all stories (91%) included teachers among the characters. Some 
stories represented teachers as caring and helpful people, but other stories portrayed teachers 
as disciplinarians. Nearly all stories (96%) also depicted children’s behaviours that were 
expected at school, including sharing, being friendly and obeying teachers.  
Stories can also convey social expectations or norms commonly found in a country or 
a specific cultural group. The literature analysing the content of stories from different 
countries suggests that stories do reflect expectations or norms, which are important in certain 
contexts. For instance, Tsai et al. (2007) explored emotional displays as observed in children 
and as depicted in story books. Tsai and colleagues showed differences in the display of 
emotions between European American and Taiwanese Chinese children, with European 
American pre-schoolers preferring excited expressions while their counterparts preferred 
calm and mild expressions of positive emotion. The authors argued that higher emotional 
arousal was more reflected in stories prevalent in individualistic cultures compared to 
collectivistic cultures. Tsai and colleagues noted the individualistic culture was represented 
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by European Americans while Taiwanese Chinese children represented a collectivistic 
culture. Tsai and colleagues found that emotions displayed in the illustrations of American 
books had more excited (vs calm) expressions, wider smiles and more arousing activities than 
those in the Taiwanese books, using ten best-selling books for each country. The authors 
argued that emotion expression expected as desirable in a given society could be partly 
socialised through stories. 
Consistently, work conducted by Wege et al. (2014) also showed that differences in 
emotion socialisation from a given society were reflected in the emotions displayed in its 
stories. In their study, 30 samples of best-selling children stories from the United States, 
Romania, and Turkey (10 for each country) were analysed. These three countries were 
selected due to their different level of individualism. The U.S. was considered by the authors 
as the most individualistic, while the other East European countries were perceived as less 
individualistic. The authors argued that emotion is likely to be expressed more strongly in a 
country with a higher level of individualism compared to a country displaying a lower level 
of individualism. As expected, the results revealed that compared to other countries, the U.S. 
stories displayed more intense expressions of positive and negative emotion. As in Tsai et al., 
this study also suggested that norms associated with emotional displays can be reflected in 
and socialised through children’s stories in a given society.  
Besides emotion expression, stories may display societies’ ideas about achievement-
oriented themes, such as the types of challenges and attempts that characters should use to 
overcome these challenges. For example, in a sample of sixty stories available for preschool 
children in Japan, the United States and Indonesia (20 for each country), Suprawati et al. 
(2014) found country-wise differences in achievement-oriented themes. Compared to the 
stories in the United States, Japanese stories tended to show variables external to the main 
characters as the sources of challenge, such as being scolded by another character. In such 
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circumstances, Japanese stories showed the main character overcoming challenges, mostly 
without requesting assistance from others. In contrast, American stories showed the internal 
qualities of characters as the main source of challenges, such as being sick. When challenged, 
the main characters in these stories tended to involve other people. The authors argued that 
the differences found in their study might reflect the effort-ability beliefs that are commonly 
observed in those countries. Again, as in Tsai et al. (2007) and Wege et al. (2013), that study 
showed evidence that stories may reflect culturally bound knowledge. 
The literature reviewed in this section indicates that stories may convey either factual 
knowledge, which is universal across places or contextual (social) knowledge that is 
commonly bound by norms or understandings of a particular society. The next section 
reviews the literature on the role of stories in developing various skills. This literature 
provides evidence of the impact of stories on affecting children’s behaviours.  
Skill development. According to numerous scholars, stories may also be used to 
develop skills, such as life skills, learning skills, coping skills, and social skills (Abdelhalim, 
2015; Agosta, Graetz, Mastropieri, & Scruggs, 2004; Bouchard et al., 2013; Shepherd & 
Koberstein, 1989; Stanton-Chapman, Kaiser, & Wolery, 2006; Tsunemi et al., 2014). 
Abdelhalim (2015), for instance, demonstrated the effects of storybooks in fostering life skills 
and learning strategies, such as communication and interpersonal skills, and learning and 
metacognitive strategies. Using a pre-post-test quasi-experimental design, 90 fifth graders 
were assigned to one of three conditions (experimental group 1: intervention program without 
teacher pre-training; experimental group 2: intervention program with teacher pre-training; 
control group: no intervention program). In both experimental groups, the teachers were 
asked to conduct an intervention programme to foster the development of life skills and 
language learning for two months. The programme involved reading 16 stories focusing on 
certain life skills and learning strategies (two sessions per week). Each reading session was 
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then followed by questions and activities (e.g. drama, singing and telling personal stories) 
that enabled children to practice the skills depicted in the stories. Before running the 
intervention, teachers in the experimental group 2 were given a 180 minutes pre-training to 
raise teachers’ awareness of the importance of children’s literature when teaching in a foreign 
language classroom and how to use it effectively in developing students’ life skills and 
learning strategies. Although teachers in experimental group 1 conducted the programme, 
they were not given any pre-training. Teachers in the control group did not conduct any 
intervention programme. The findings revealed that students’ life skills and learning 
strategies in both experimental groups were better that those in the control group, as assessed 
by skills tests and questionnaires. These findings suggest that life skills and learning 
strategies can be taught through stories. Also, among the two experimental groups, there was 
evidence that teachers’ pre-training affected the development of students’ skills and 
strategies. These findings suggest that teachers’ awareness of the benefits of the programme 
and knowledge of how to deliver the programme may have played a role in enhancing the 
effectiveness of that literacy program.  
The potential of stories for the acquisition of coping skills to promote mental health in 
children has also been explored. A study conducted by Bouchard et al. (2013), for example, 
investigated the potential of storybooks in preventing anxiety disorders in children aged nine 
to 12 years. In their study, a total of 59 children were assigned to an intervention (n = 29) or 
control condition (n = 30). In the intervention group, children were involved in ten 75-
minutes workshops, using a series of stories about different stressors (e.g. divorce, bullying 
and school performance) and coping skills (e.g. use small step plans, confide in someone and 
apply new solution) to deal with the stressors. The control group was a waiting list group. 
The findings indicated that children in the intervention showed greater coping skills, less 
clinical signs of anxiety, fewer phobic fears and were less sensitive to anxiety than children 
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on the waiting list. That study supports the potential impact of stories in reducing the clinical 
signs related to anxiety and in fostering coping skills relevant to deal with stressors.  
Stories also can be used to develop perspective-taking skills. For example, an 
experimental study conducted by Tsunemi et al. (2014), investigated the effect of stories on 
promoting social perspective-taking skills in children with autism. The experimental group of 
16 schoolchildren with autism were read eight storybooks by their parents for 30 minutes, at 
any time during a day, during a five-to-six day period. Each story consisted of three episodes 
with three characters. Each episode talked about each character’s perspective (i.e. what the 
child thought or felt) in the same situation. Each time the first episode finished, parents were 
instructed to ask several questions to their children and praised them about their answers. 
Compared to the control group, participants in the experimental group showed higher 
perspective-taking skill as measured by perceptual, cognitive and social tasks.  
Another small-scale study with six preschool children (Shepherd and Koberstein, 
1989) illustrates how stories can be used to promote sharing behaviour. In that study, all 
participants were read a book about sharing and were shown puppets role-modelling the 
characters’ behaviour. After that, the participants were asked to recreate the story using the 
puppets, and they had discussions about the actions of the puppets. Observations (10 mins per 
child) revealed an increase in children’s sharing behaviour after the session.  
The findings of the studies mentioned above indicate that stories may affect children’s 
skills or behaviours at different ages and conditions. The next section reviews some of the 
theoretical foundations that may explain how stories could have such an effect. 
 
How stories can have impact on children’s behaviour: some theoretical foundations  
One theory that may explain how stories influence children’s behaviour is social 
learning theory. According to social learning theorists (e.g. Bandura, 1986), an individual can 
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learn behaviour vicariously through observations of models. According to this theory, there 
are four conditions (principles) required to model a specific behaviour: attention, retention, 
reproduction and motivation (Bandura, 1986). The individual may directly observe the 
behaviours through the models they encounter in their daily life or indirectly through its 
symbolic form, such as in films, television and books. Although this theory does not provide 
a detailed explanation about how models in a symbolic form, like characters in stories, may 
influence children’s behaviour, these principles can be applied in such a context.  
When children listen to stories, they are exposed to the experiences of the characters 
depicted in them. Children can pay attention to behaviours demonstrated by the characters 
and retain them in their minds. When they see the consequences of the behaviours faced by 
the characters, they may be motivated or deterred from engaging in the same actions as the 
characters. As stories may portray similar situations to what children experience in real life, 
they may reproduce the behaviour depicted in the stories on the implicit expectation that they 
may experience similar consequences as those lived by the characters. This theory provides a 
conceptual explanation for understanding the process by which stories may affect children’s 
behaviour.  
Following the cognitive psychology tradition, another theory offers a more specific 
explanation for how stories may affect children’s behaviour. Mar and Oatley (2008) argued 
that fiction, including children’s stories, serves as a social simulation scenario for readers. 
Stories offer abstractions and models of the human social world. The abstractions illustrated 
in the stories follow what happens in the real world psychologically. As the stories bear so 
much resemblance to real life, readers can access the abstractions and identify with the 
characters in the stories. This identification allows readers to simulate the events depicted in 
the stories. If the thoughts and emotions of the readers are congruent with events depicted in 
the stories, then the readers will embrace the emotion, thought and desire of the characters. In 
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this way, they can experience events the characters encounter in the stories. Stories also allow 
readers to see other perspectives that may not always be available in real life. When children 
listen to stories, they may identify themselves with the characters and relate to their 
experiences. In other words, children simulate their experiences mentally, including the 
thoughts and emotions depicted in the stories. It is through these stimulated experiences that 
children may be able to understand better the behaviours depicted in stories.  
Mar and Oatley’s theory (2008) about the function of fiction (2008) complements 
social learning theory by explaining how children’s behaviour can be affected by stories. The 
simulation that children’s experience when exposed to stories allows them to pay attention to 
the character’s experiences and to gain a more nuanced understanding of the whole 
experience. This understanding is expected to facilitate the retention of information about the 
character’s behaviour, such as its goal, the challenge that triggered it, and the outcome. 
Information can then be used to motivate children to take the same actions when they are 
faced with similar situations.  
The theories reviewed above offer theoretical foundations for how stories can affect 
children’s behaviour, including children’s behaviour in challenging situations. The next 
section scrutinises empirical studies on how adults mediate the impact of stories to facilitate 
children’s understanding of the behaviours depicted in those stories. As documented in the 
studies reviewed in the previous sections, story reading is usually followed by discussions or 
activities facilitated by adults. It is therefore important to review literature that examines the 
nature of what adults do when they present stories to children and the impact of these 
activities. This is the focus of the next section.  
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What teachers do when presenting stories in the classroom  
Home is one setting where children may engage with stories. In this setting, parents 
are the ones that take the lead in children’s interactions with stories (e.g. Bus et al., 1995). 
When they come to school but are not yet able to read fluently, teachers are the adults who 
guide their interactions with stories. This section first reviews the broader literature on what 
adults say to children during story time, including the home context, before narrowing the 
research on how teachers discuss or talk in the classroom. Next, a review of literature 
exploring the impact of teachers’ talk while presenting stories to young children in the 
classroom is provided.  
Parents and teachers’ talk during story time. Since the early 1980s, researchers 
have examined the varying nature of activities adults engage when reading stories to children. 
At home or school, book sharing or joint book reading is a common activity involving adults 
reading stories to children (Bus et al., 1995; Hindman, Skibbe, & Foster, 2014). Book sharing 
typically includes a conversation between parents or teachers and the children about the 
shared books. Such conversations often involve discussing words and illustrations in the 
books (Bus, 2001; Van Kleeck, Gillam, Hamilton, & McGrath, 1997).  
The literature reveals evidence of different types of talk that parents use with their 
children during story reading (Bus et al., 1995; Hindman et al., 2014). For example, a recent 
study (Hindman et al., 2014) with a nationally representative sample that included 
approximately 800 pre-schoolers and their family with different ethnic and socioeconomic 
backgrounds from all regions in the U.S., found two types of parents’ talk during shared 
reading. The first type was labelled ‘meaning-based talk’ (p. 289). This talk was adopted to 
help children understand the meaning of the stories. The talk focused on the content of the 
stories and includes several strategies, such as describing the words and talking about the 
illustrations, the characters and events in the stories. Meaning based talk also might include 
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inferential talk and prediction about what would subsequently happen in the stories, and how 
it relates to children’s experience. Another type that was found was ‘code-focused talk’ (p. 
290). This talk was characterised by a discussion of the text (or code) of the book (or story), 
such as talk about specific letters and sounds of the letters. The talk also might include 
practising the sounds by inviting children to read the text. The findings of this study showed 
that the most prevalent type of talk adopted by parents during shared reading was meaning-
based. Almost all mothers (85%) in that study directed their children’s attention to the 
illustrations, and nearly half of them (46%) discussed how the stories related to their 
children’s experience, expanded (63%) and acted out the stories (43%). In contrast, only 10% 
mothers reported asking their children to read a word or more, and very few mothers (less 
than 1%) asked their children to recognise letters or their sounds.  
Teachers, however, have been found to display different patterns of talk when 
presenting stories to young children in the classroom (Beck & McKeown, 2001; Dickinson & 
Keebler, 1989; Dickinson & Smith, 1994; Martinez & Teale, 1993; Wiseman, 2011). For 
instance, with a sample of 25 classes of 4-year-old children, Dickinson and Smith (1994) 
observed three distinctive patterns of talk created by teachers: i.e. co-constructive, didactic-
interactional and performance-oriented. The co-constructive pattern was characterized by 
engaging children in talking and participating in cognitively challenging discussions during 
and after reading, while the didactic-interactional approach was characterised by the teacher 
posing questions about factual details of the story along the reading session. In the 
performance-oriented approach, the discussion was limited during reading time but then 
extended in conversations that took place after the reading. Another study (Martinez & Teale, 
1993) also identified differences in teachers’ talk in terms of the content of the talk and the 
instructional strategies used by kindergarten educators. By comparing the talk of six teachers 
across four storybooks, the study found that teachers differed in their focus on story 
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information (i.e. story elements, story episodes and importance of story talk), the type of 
source used to construct meaning (i.e. textual information, prior background and reader’s 
characteristic), and their instructional strategies (e.g. reviewing, informing or questioning). 
Though the studies mentioned above have investigated the instructional strategies 
used by teachers during reading sessions, little attention to date has been given to the specific 
themes or messages conveyed in the stories. For example, Dickinson and Smith’s study 
(1994) did not consider the specific themes that each story presented while they analysed 
teachers’ talk about characters and events. The titles of the storybooks were not provided; the 
study only mentioned that the teachers used different books. Similarly, Wiseman’s nine-
month ethnographic study (2011) with kindergarteners did not provide information about the 
themes of the storybooks that were used, even though the study aimed to describe how 
teachers facilitated children’s reading and making sense of the stories. Martinez & Teale’s 
study (1993) did provide the titles of the stories used in their study; however, despite that 
teachers’ talk on story elements and story episodes were analysed in their study, they did not 
examine the specific theme depicted in the stories. While the aim of these studies was not 
directly related to the themes of the stories, the lack of attention to the actual themes 
addressed in the storybooks used in reading studies is noticeable.  
It is reasonable to assume that different themes may lead teachers to talk about stories 
in different ways. For instance, Price, Bradley, and Smith (2012) have indicated that the types 
of teachers’ talk may vary according to the book’s genre (storybooks or informational books). 
Despite this variance, naturalistic studies of teachers’ talk have rarely been conducted to 
investigate the extent to which, and how, teachers create opportunities for children to 
understand better the specific themes or messages presented in stories. The argument is that 
naturalistic studies addressing how teachers talk about specific themes presented in stories are 
needed, and would constitute a potential valuable contribution to the literature. 
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Impact of teachers’ talk in presenting stories. Teachers’ talk may facilitate 
children’s learning (Mercer and Howe, 2012; Rojas-Drummond, Torresblanca, Pedraza, 
Velez, & Gusman, 2013). Teachers’ talk during reading sessions has been found to contribute 
to children’s vocabulary development and text comprehension (Dickinson & Smith, 1994; 
Brabham & Lynch-Brown, 2002; Mol et al., 2009). For instance, in an experiment with 117 
first graders and 129 third graders conducted by Brabham and Lynch-Brown (2002), it was 
found that vocabulary acquisition assessed by multiple-choice items was facilitated more by 
interactional reading (simultaneously reading and discussing stories with children) and 
performance reading (reading stories without interruption and discussing stories before or/and 
after reading), than simply reading. These findings were confirmed by the results of a meta-
analysis study conducted by Mol et al. (2009) using 31 (quasi) experiments (n =2,049) 
showing that children’s expressive vocabulary benefited from interaction before, during and 
after shared reading sessions. These studies suggest that teachers’ discussions about the 
stories read in class are more beneficial than simply reading the stories aloud. 
Teachers’ talk during reading may also affect children’s behaviour. Given that most 
experimental studies that investigated the impact of stories on children’s behaviour have 
involved adults’ discussion combined with reading (Abdelhalim 2015; Bouchard et al., 2013; 
Shepherd & Koberstein, 1989; Tsunemi et al., 2014), it is suggested that adults’ talk may 
contribute to explaining the effects of shared reading in classroom contexts. For example, 
Abdelhalim (2015) showed that children (n = 90; fifth graders) in shared reading groups 
demonstrated a higher level of life skills and learning strategies featured in the stories than 
children in the control group. In the shared reading groups, teachers’ talk was included before 
and after reading the stories. The teachers’ talk involved topics such as the story’s themes and 
the advantages of learning from those stories. Teachers also discussed specific skills featured 
in the stories and experiences relevant to children’s lives. Abdelhalim and colleagues 
 
 
46 
 
suggests that stories accompanied by adults’ talk may impact children’s behaviour. Another 
study, conducted by Bouchard et al. (2013), also found that stories followed by discussion 
impacted children’s coping skills to deal with anxious situations. The study showed that 
twenty-nine children (9 – 12 years old) involved in the story-discussion intervention group 
had higher levels of coping skills that than children on the waiting list (n = 30). Although the 
study only focused on the role of stories and did not specifically discuss the role of adults’ 
talk in affecting children’s skills, it suggests that adults’ talk when presenting stories may 
influence children’s behaviour related to the stories. 
The next section delves further into the potential explanatory mechanisms of the 
above findings, and reviews research on how children understand stories.  
 
How children understand stories and how to assess children’s understanding  
In line with Bandura’s theory (1997), children may learn behaviours vicariously from 
stories if they pay attention to the characters’ behaviours. Children may pay attention to the 
characters’ behaviours if they can identify themselves with their attributes or experiences 
(Mar & Oatley, 2008). However, this identification is likely to take place only if children 
understand the stories. Therefore, to determine the potential of stories in promoting effort 
toward challenging situations more specifically, it is important to establish how children 
understand or comprehend stories in broader terms. The next section reviews literature on the 
development of children’s story comprehension and how it has been measured.  
Developing children’s story comprehension. Story or narrative comprehension 
comprises a group of interrelated skills that enable an individual to understand stories (Lynch 
et al., 2008). A reader needs to not only comprehend and encode each event in the story but 
also mentally link those events to build a coherent representation to be able to understand a 
story. According to Lynch et al. (2008), story comprehension processes are guided largely by 
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the causal structure of the stories. In a story, the causal structure resembles an information 
network consisting of cause-and-effect connections between statements or events in the story. 
Figure 2.1 is an adaptation of Lynch et al.’s (2008) causal structures that can be found in 
stories. Each circle represents an event or statement in the story. A single event or statement 
is referred to as a component of the network. An arrow between two or more circles 
represents causal connections between these components, with arrows pointing from the 
cause to the consequences.  
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Causal Network of a Story 
 
Figure 2.1 Causal network of a story (adapted from Lynch et al., 2008). 1) Once upon a time, 
2) Dandelion was living in a meadow. 3) D always dreamed about travelling far away. 4) One 
day, 5) Grasshopper passed by. 6) D looked at how Grasshopper hopped on its feet. 7) D 
moved its stem, 8) but it didn’t move. 9) Flinch passed by. 10) D looked at how Flinch 
flapped its wings. 11) D moved its leaves, 12) but it didn’t move. 13) Wind came. 14. D 
looked at how Wind blew other dandelions. 15) D stretched its hair, 16) and Wind blew D. 
17) D flew away happily. 
 
According to Lynch et al. (2008), an excerpt could be very rich and contain many 
complex causal connections. They also noted that causal connections are not necessarily 
explicit, so the reader often needs to make inferences in order to identify and process such 
connections in memory. For this to happen, they need to use their background knowledge 
about various events and facts.  
The role of inferences in understanding stories was also confirmed in a two-year 
longitudinal study conducted by Lepola, Lynch, Laakkonen, Silvén, and Niemi (2012), 
studying 130 children aged 4 to 6, using picture book viewing to assess children’s inferential 
skills and a text comprehension test developed by Silvén and Rubinov (2004) to assess story 
comprehension; Lepola and colleagues found that the ability to make accurate inferences had 
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a significant contribution to later narrative comprehension (r = 0.39 - 0.54, p < 0.001). 
Another study (Tompkins, Guo, & Justice, 2013) supported this finding by showing the 
contribution of children’s inferential skills to story comprehension, even before they were 
able to read. The inference skills of 42 four-to-five year olds were assessed using a wordless 
picture book, and their story comprehension was determined through narrative recall on a 
different storybook. The results showed that the children’s total number of inferences was 
positively related (r = 0.38, p < 0.05) to their story comprehension. That study also found that 
the types of inferences related to narrative comprehension were characters’ states, characters’ 
goals and characters’ actions toward the goals.  
According to Lynch et al. (2008), young children understand stories in the same way 
as older children or adults. Like adults, young children are sensitive to the causal structure of 
stories; therefore, they are more likely to remember events with causal connections (Lynch et 
al., 2008). However, developmental differences are also observed. Using a sample of 179 
four-year-old and 202 six-year-old children, Lynch et al. (2008) compared the story 
comprehension between these two age groups. The results showed that children in both ages 
were more likely to recall the events with more causal connections, but younger children 
recalled less and answered fewer questions correctly. Lynch and colleagues suggest that 
children in the beginning years of schooling may understand stories, but may not yet able to 
fully recall them and answer related questions accurately. This review provides support for 
the present research, aimed at determining the potential of proposing stories as material to be 
used to introduce important behaviours in young children in the early grades. However, 
although pre-schoolers and younger school-aged children may better remember stories with 
causal connections, their story recall may not be as developed as that of older children or 
adults (van den Broek, Lorch, & Thurlow, 1996). The review suggests the importance of 
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teacher scaffolding and support when presenting stories to young children to understand 
stories read in the classroom.  
Assessing children’s story comprehension. There are two common ways through 
which studies have assessed young children’s story comprehension: retelling (story recall) 
and asking the children to answer questions about the stories. For example, Lynch et al. 
(2008) asked children to retell the stories they heard. Before the children told the story, a 
puppet that had supposedly not heard the story was introduced. The puppet was used to put 
the children at ease and gave a purpose to the retelling situation. This retelling procedure was 
also equipped by several prompts to facilitate recall (e.g. ‘What happened before X?’ or 
‘What happened after X?’) (p. 338).  
Requiring children to answer questions is another way to assess children’s 
comprehension. Tompkins et al. (2013), for instance, used questions to assess kindergarten 
children’s (n = 47) comprehension. Their study comprised questions to assess children’s 
literal understanding of stories (e.g. ‘Where did this story happen?’ and ‘Who were the 
characters in this story?’), and their inference ability (e.g. ‘Why would he be saying that?’ 
and ‘Why are his friends saying that?’) (pp. 422 – 423). 
The next section provides the reader with information and therefore a better 
understanding of the societal and cultural context in which the present research took place by 
reviewing the extant literature on storytelling and comprehension in Indonesian educational 
context. 
 
The place of effort and the role of stories in the Indonesian educational context 
Before investigating how effort is depicted in stories for young children in Indonesia, 
it is important for the reader to understand the place of effort and the role of stories mandated 
in the Indonesian curriculum as well as features of the Indonesian educational system. This 
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section starts by presenting general information about the Indonesian education system and 
relevant government documents, such as the national curriculum. Reviews on documents 
related to the CER programme is also presented because it provides information about 
attributes important for Indonesian children (Kementrian Pendidikan dan Kebudayaan 
Republik Indonesia, 2017a). This section continues to examine the curriculum and the CER 
documents in detail, with a particular focus on effort, to reveal the behavioural expectations 
for young children at school. Reviewing those documents enabled the present research to 
identify the place of effort toward challenge in Indonesian school contexts. Reviewing the 
documents from the CER programme may, therefore, provide additional information about 
the behavioural expectations for children at school. This section also outlines how stories are 
expected to be used in Indonesian schools, and ends with a review of what Indonesian 
empirical studies have found about children’s effort and the role of stories presented in 
schools.  
 
The Indonesian education system, the national curriculum and the CER programme 
According to the World Bank (2014), the Indonesian school system is the fourth 
largest education system in the world (after China, India and the United States). Indonesia has 
over 50 million students in more than 250,000 schools and 2.6 million teachers (World Bank, 
2014). The education system is managed under three ministries: i.e. the Ministry of Education 
and Culture (MoEC), the Ministry of Religious Affairs (MoRA) and the Ministry of 
Research, Technology and Higher Education (MoRTH).  
According to National Education System Law No. 20/2003, there are several different 
levels of education in the Indonesian school system. First is the early childhood education 
system, which consists of two years of kindergarten for children from four to six years of age. 
The next level is the basic education system, which provides six years of education in 
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elementary schools for children aged from seven to 12 years and three years of junior 
secondary schools for children ranging from 13 to 15 years old. The following level is 
secondary or middle education, consisting of three years of general senior secondary 
education or vocational senior secondary education. The student age ranges from 16 to 18 
year olds. Students older than 18 can access higher education, which involves varying 
programmes, such as diplomas, undergraduate, masters and doctoral degrees.  
To support the education system, the Indonesian government has developed a national 
curriculum that serves as a guideline for teachers to conduct teaching and learning activities 
at school. According to National Education System Law No. 20/2003, the curriculum consists 
of a set of plans and arrangements of content, learning materials and methods specified for 
each level of education. Teachers are expected to follow this national curriculum. To support 
the implementation of the curriculum, the government provides syllabi, student textbooks and 
teacher handbooks. The national curriculum has changed several times over the years, and the 
current curriculum is called Curriculum 2013. This national curriculum is designed to achieve 
the national education goal, which is to develop students who are religious (faithful), healthy, 
competent, creative, independent, and democratic and responsible citizens (National 
Education System Law No. 20/2003). Curriculum 2013 is a competency-based curriculum 
that sets specific standards that students at each level are expected to achieve.  
The Indonesian government also oversees the CER programme. According to the 
CER programme guideline (Kementrian Pendidikan dan Kebudayaan Republik Indonesia, 
2017a), the CER programme is a national programme aimed at building and strengthening 
attributes for students in primary and secondary schools that the government considers to be 
critical characteristics of the young Indonesian generation. This national programme started 
in 2010. According to the programme guideline (Kementrian Pendidikan dan Kebudayaan 
Republik Indonesia, 2017a), the Indonesian national education system not only emphasises 
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intellectual dimensions to be promoted in children, but also character dimensions. These two 
dimensions are considered necessary for Indonesian people to face future challenges while 
keeping its identity. Characters refer to attitudes, behaviours, motivation and skills as 
manifestations of values, abilities, moral capacities and persistence in dealing with 
difficulties and challenges (Kementrian Pendidikan dan Kebudayaan Republik Indonesia, 
2017a). Characters are individual capabilities to overcome their physical limitations and to 
adhere to good virtues (Kementrian Pendidikan dan Kebudayaan Republik Indonesia, 2017a). 
Characters encompass several main attributes to be encouraged in children and youth in 
Indonesia.  
The next section discusses where effort toward challenge is placed in the documents 
to guide education for young children in Indonesia. This section includes discussions on the 
behaviours expected to be developed in the curriculum for early and basic education and the 
CER programme.  
 
The place of effort in the Indonesian education curriculum and the CER programme 
Although the focus of the present study is concentrated on stories used in the first 
years of primary schooling, this section also reviews the expectations for the early years to 
provide a broader perspective about schools’ expectations for these students. The section also 
further reviews the CER programme to explore the additional behaviours expected to be 
developed in the school context. The goal of this section is to establish the place that effort 
has in the documentation that guide the education of young children in Indonesia. 
Effort and the behaviours expected in the curriculum for early education. Effort 
toward challenge is explicitly and implicitly acknowledged in the curriculum for early 
education. According to the Early Education Curriculum Framework and Structure 
(Kementrian Pendidikan dan Kebudayaan Republik Indonesia, 2015), there are behaviours 
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that children need to develop in kindergarten. These behaviours are categorised under 
different competence standards (spiritual, social, knowledge and aptitude). Table 2.1 presents 
an extract of competencies and behaviour examples in the curriculum for early education 
(Kementrian Pendidikan dan Kebudayaan Republik Indonesia, 2015, p. 12-25). Among those 
standards, exerting effort is expected under Social competence, with two examples of this 
behaviour stated in the documentation (see Table 2.1). One is explicit under Creativity, and 
another one is implicit under Independence sub-competence.  
 
Table 2.1  
Behaviours under social sub-competences. 
Type of sub-competences Behaviour examples 
Healthy life e.g. washing hands, brushing teeth and putting rubbish in the bin 
Curiosity e.g. asking questions, trying to do something new, and trying to find 
solutions 
Creativity e.g. exerting effort to resolve problems, showing initiative when 
playing and daring to face challenges 
Aesthetics e.g. taking care of one’s own and other’s work, tidying up toys and 
enjoying art performances 
Confidence e.g. talking to strangers, expressing opinions and performing in front 
of other people 
Compliance to Rules e.g. following rules, reminding friends not to break the rules, and 
organising themselves 
Patience e.g. controlling anger, delaying gratification and waiting their turn 
Independence e.g. making their own decisions, and taking initiative 
without/less assistance from others 
Caring for/Helping Others e.g. accompanying others, offering help and paying attention to 
other in need 
Respect and Tolerance e.g. sharing, listening to friends, apologising when doing something 
wrong 
  
 
 
55 
 
Type of sub-competences Behaviour examples 
Adaptability e.g. participating in collaborative work and keeping calm in 
unfamiliar situations 
Responsibility e.g. apologising when doing something wrong, tidying up toys and 
following rules 
Honesty e.g. not telling lies, returning things to their owner, and following 
rules 
Humbleness and Courtesy e.g. greeting everyone, not being arrogant, speaking politely 
Note: The words in bold text are those related to effort. 
 
From these sets of behavioural expectations, it can be seen that exerting effort to 
resolve challenges is one of the many expected behaviours to be promoted in kindergarten.  
Effort and the behaviours expected in the curriculum for primary education. 
While exerting effort in challenging situations is stated explicitly in the curriculum for early 
education under the social competence standard (under the being creative and independent 
sub-competences), this behaviour is not explicitly stated in the curriculum for primary 
education. According to Indonesian Government Regulation No. 21 of 2016 about core 
competences in basic and secondary education, four standard competences apply to the 
primary curriculum (spiritual attitude, social attitude, knowledge and aptitude). Table 2.2 
shows the description of the four competences extracted from the regulation (pp. 6-7).  
 
Table 2.2 Standard competences in the primary education curriculum 
Standard competences Descriptions 
Spiritual attitude Accept, conduct and respect the doctrine of the religion that one 
embraces. 
Social attitude Demonstrate behaviours that follow: honesty, discipline, respect, self-
confidence, care, and responsibility, in interactions with families, 
friends, teachers, neighbours and the State. 
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Standard competences Descriptions 
Knowledge Understand factual, conceptual, procedural and metacognitive 
knowledge in the basic level by conducting observations, asking 
questions and experimenting, based on the curiosity about oneself, about 
God’s living creation and their activities, about objects found at home, at 
school and in the playground. 
Aptitude Demonstrate attitudes such as being creative, productive, critical, 
independent, collaborative and communicative. 
Note: The words in bold text are those related to effort. 
 
From Table 2.2, we can see that exerting effort is not explicitly stated in the 
curriculum for primary education. However, as exerting effort is an example of being 
creative and independent in the early education curriculum, it could be argued that this 
behaviour is also expected in the curriculum for older students. Therefore, although the lack 
of explicit expectations about effort is evident, one may argue that exerting effort is implicitly 
expected in the primary education.  
Effort and the behaviours expected in the CER programme. While exerting effort 
is not explicitly stated in the curriculum for primary education, enacting this behaviour is 
explicitly mandated in the CER programme. According to the Programme Concept and 
Guidelines (Kementrian Pendidikan dan Kebudayaan Republik Indonesia, 2017b), there are 
five main attributes, and 18 sub-attributes to be encouraged for children and youth in 
Indonesia. Table 2.3 presents an extract from the CER guidelines (p. 8-10). 
Table 2.3 
Attributes in the CER programme 
Main attributes Description Sub-attributes 
Religiosity  Having faith on the One Almighty God 
manifested in behaviours, such as 
conducting the doctrine of the religion 
embraced, respect religious diversity, 
Peaceful, tolerant, respectful, 
unwavering, confident, 
cooperative, kind and nonviolent, 
 
 
57 
 
tolerance, harmony and peace with people 
from other religions.  
friendly, sincere, non-coercive, 
loving the environment, inclusive. 
Nationalism Having thoughts, attitudes and behaviours 
that demonstrate loyalty, care and 
appreciation toward the language, natural 
environment, social, culture, economics 
and politics of the State, while putting the 
need of the nation over the need of the self 
and sub-cultural or religious group.  
Pride in culture, culturally 
protective, loyal, striving for 
excellence, national pride, 
environmentally protective, law 
abiding, disciplined, respectful and 
tolerant.  
Independence Having an independent attitude and 
behaviour, such as not depending on 
other people, and using one’s own 
energy, thoughts, and time to achieve 
hopes, dreams, and goals (being 
aspirational). 
Hard work, resilient, persistent, 
professional, creative, 
courageous, true learner. 
Mutual 
cooperation 
Respecting the spirit of cooperation, 
helping each other, building 
communication and friendship and 
assisting people in need. 
Respectful, collaborative, inclusive, 
collective, compromising, caring, 
showing solidarity, empathetic, 
non-discriminatory, nonviolent, 
altruistic. 
Integrity  Developing behaviours that show 
trustworthiness, commitment and loyalty 
to humanity and moral values, 
responsibility as citizen (civic) and as part 
of society, and reliability.  
Honest, truthful, loyal, moral, 
principled, fair, responsible, 
respectful. 
Note: The words in bold text are those related to effort. 
 
From Table 2.3, there are several sub-attributes under the Independence attribute that 
are related to effort, including hard work, resilience and persistence. The review of the CER 
programme, therefore, confirms that exerting effort in the face of difficulties is also expected 
in the primary school despite its explicit absence in the primary education curriculum.  
Taking the information from the early and primary education curriculum and the CER 
programme together, it is obvious that the Indonesian education system uses a holistic 
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perspective by incorporating diverse expectations of behaviours for young children, including 
exerting effort in challenging situations.  
The next section reviews how stories are expected to be used with young children in 
Indonesian schools, as indicated in the curriculum for early and primary education, and 
documents from the CER programme as well.  
 
How stories are expected to be used in Indonesian schools 
Examining the stories that are mandated provides information about the function of 
stories in Indonesian schools and the extent to which stories are expected to be used to 
promote children’s specific behaviours.  
The role of stories mandated in the curriculum for early education. According to 
the early education curriculum, story reading is expected and serves several purposes 
(Kementrian Pendidikan dan Kebudayaan Republik Indonesia, 2015). The first purpose is to 
develop early literacy. Children are expected to recognise letters and words, to write their 
names, to spell the letters and to tell numbers. Various methods are proposed to encourage 
children to interact with print in fun ways, including playing with letter cards, fishing letter 
blocks, moulding letter with clay and reading stories.  
Second, stories are also expected to develop children’s listening and reading 
comprehension skills. According to the curriculum, children should be able to understand 
what others say and what is read (e.g. responding correctly, following instructions or retelling 
what is heard). Teachers are expected to read or tell stories, and then to ask children to retell 
the stories or answer questions related to them to achieve this purpose.  
The last function of stories, as stated in the curriculum, is to develop children’s socio-
emotional skills. According to the curriculum, children need to understand their own feelings 
and those of others. Children need to learn about why people can have those feelings, the 
 
 
59 
 
relation between what they do and what other people may feel as a consequence, and how to 
control their emotions. Teachers are expected to help children develop these skills through 
numerous activities, such as organising children to play in groups, asking children to talk and 
discuss their feelings and those of others, and providing opportunities for children to express 
their emotions. Teachers are also expected to develop these skills by reading stories that are 
relevant to feelings and talking with the children about the feelings featured in the stories and 
children’s feelings in reaction to these stories. From what is found in the curriculum, it seems 
that the role of stories in early education is to focus not only on the promotion of children’s 
literacy but also on the development of their social-emotional skills.  
The role of stories mandated in the curriculum for primary education and the 
CER programme. Unlike in the curriculum for early education, the role of stories is not 
explicitly stated in the Indonesian curriculum for primary education. Nevertheless, stories 
seem to be considered important educational materials in primary school. Looking at the 
recommended textbooks for primary school children published online by MoEC 
(bse.kemdikbud.go.id), it is evident that stories are available in textbooks for language 
subjects from Year 1 to Year 6. It suggests that stories form an integral part of the material 
available to support children’s language ability. The role of stories in developing language 
abilities is also confirmed when looking at the syllabi provided in these textbooks. In the 
syllabi, it is stated that stories are used to develop children’s reading comprehension. It 
appears that the function of stories in the primary education is to support the development of 
children’s language. 
As stated in the documents of the CER programme, stories are also used to develop 
children’s character attributes. In the teachers’ training module (Kementrian Pendidikan dan 
Kebudayaan Republik Indonesia, 2017b), for instance, it is stated that reading stories can be 
used to develop children’s character attributes, as children may obtain new information and 
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learn from those stories. It is also confirmed when examining the guidelines for the National 
Literacy Movement (NLM). The national movement was established by MoEC in 2016 to 
support the CER programme. According to the NLM guidelines (Kementrian Pendidikan dan 
Kebudayaan Republik Indonesia, 2016), teachers in primary and secondary education are 
supposed to read various books, including stories, for 15 minutes every day before starting 
the lessons. The guidelines also state that books with various information and stories focusing 
on folklore or myths are recommended to be available in reading corners and libraries. The 
review of the CER and NLM documents, therefore, emphasises the importance of stories to 
promote children’s social-emotional skills. In conclusion, this is evidence that, as in the early 
education curriculum, stories are expected to be used to develop language ability and promote 
relevant behaviours in primary school children. 
Documents from the curriculum and the CER programme previously reviewed 
suggest that stories are an integral part of educational materials employed for young children 
in Indonesian schools. These documents also provide information about the role of stories in 
developing children’s language skills and promoting desirable behaviours, which may 
include exerting effort toward difficult situations. It is also noteworthy that because the 
information about the role of stories comes from curriculum documents and the CER 
programme guidelines, they mainly provide information about what is mandated and 
expected to be used in the classroom. This information was crucial for the present study in 
order to develop methods for data collection and analysis that are well suited to the context of 
the research. The next section reviews research on the place of stories for children in 
Indonesian schools to see to what extent such topic has been investigated locally. 
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Research on the place of stories for children in Indonesian schools and the importance 
of promoting effort toward challenge 
Only a few international peer-reviewed studies have empirically examined the nature 
and the role of stories in Indonesian contexts, including schools and even fewer have 
investigated the importance of promoting children’s effort. One international peer-reviewed 
study, broadly related to stories for young children, was conducted by the World Bank 
(Hasan, Hyson, & Chu-Chang, 2013), which investigated children’s everyday activities at 
home. Although the study did not focus on the school context, it provided information about 
the place of stories for young children in Indonesia. With a sample of around 6,000 children 
(ranged from one year to four years) from 310 villages across nine districts in Indonesia, the 
study revealed that almost 60% of mothers never read books to their children. That study also 
found that two-thirds of households in the lowest SES in the sample did not own books. 
Furthermore, almost 60% of mothers never told stories to their children. These findings seem 
to suggest that, at least in the home environment, reading or telling stories is not a common 
activity for young children in Indonesia.  
Another international peer-reviewed study about Indonesian stories was conducted by 
Suprawati et al. (2014). Comparing preschool stories across Indonesia, Japan and the U.S. (20 
for each country); the study found differences in achievement-oriented themes depicted in the 
stories, but these were inconclusive for Indonesia. Overall, the findings revealed the 
representation of the effort-ability beliefs commonly observed in these countries. These two 
studies provide some indicators of the limited place of story reading in Indonesian homes and 
of promoting the importance of effort through stories. The lack of internationally published 
empirical studies on this topic is noticeable. 
The limited number of studies published in the Indonesian language is also evident. 
Only a few studies related to stories could be located when searching Indonesian university-
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based theses. However, their findings converge with what has been published in English-
based journals (Damayanti & Sumarwoto, 2016; Laila & Yati, 2014; Prameswari, 2015; 
Razak, 2015). For example, Laila and Yati (2014) found that stories impacted children’s 
reading comprehension. A sample of fourth graders (n = 55) were non-randomly assigned 
either to experimental or control group. Children in the experimental group were taught the 
Indonesian language using four stories, while those in the control group were not instructed 
using stories. The results showed that the children in the experimental group demonstrated 
higher reading comprehension, as assessed by a reading achievement test, than children in the 
control group. Laila and Yati’s study suggests that stories can be a valuable educational tool 
to develop children’s reading comprehension in the Indonesian context. 
Another study (Razak, 2015) conducted in the Indonesian context is directly relevant 
to the present study. Using an experimental design, Razak compared the effect of stories on 
the prosocial behaviour in a group of 20 kindergarten children. Their study included four 
experimental groups (Group 1: prosocial stories, discussions and activities to practice 
prosocial behaviour; Group 2: prosocial stories and discussions; Group 3: prosocial stories 
only; Group 4: non-prosocial stories). The results showed that children in the non-prosocial 
story group were least likely to demonstrate prosocial behaviour, as assessed by observations 
during subsequent colouring activities. These findings suggest that the content of stories may 
play a role in affecting children’s behaviour. Razak’s study also found that the most 
prominent prosocial behaviours were demonstrated by children in the prosocial stories, 
discussions and activities groups, followed by children in stories and discussion groups. 
These findings suggest that the activities and discussions added to the reading stories can 
enhance the impact of stories on children’s behaviour. Overall, although few studies about 
the impact of stories have been conducted in the Indonesian school context, these studies are 
consistent with the extant literature of other countries.  
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Even fewer studies on the importance of children’s effort could be found in the 
Indonesian context. To the best of my knowledge, there is only one study that may provide a 
glimpse of the context where children in Indonesia may or may not exercise effort toward 
challenge. In the World Bank’s study (Hasan et al., 2013) reviewed above, the authors 
collected information about young children’s daily activities at home, including playing and 
drawing. The authors argued that those activities provided stimulation and challenges 
essential for their development. As effort is mostly exerted in challenging situations, 
providing children with challenging activities may provide opportunities to practice this 
behaviour. The findings revealed that many children were rarely engaged in these important 
activities. Almost 30% of mothers of four-year-old children reported that their children did 
not play outdoors, and even indoors, 35% of children rarely or never played with toys or 
games. 
Moreover, about 30% of mothers reported that their children drew or scribbled one or 
two days a week, while 17% children never did. Based on the results of that study, it can be 
concluded that young Indonesian children may be minimally exposed to developmentally 
appropriate activities to practice the enactment of effort at home. However, home activities 
other than play may also provide opportunities for the promotion of effort in children, such as 
helping their parents, siblings and family at home. Those activities were not examined in that 
study and could be the topic of future research.  
 
Closing 
There are several findings from this literature review that appear critical for the 
present research. Based on the literature on motivation and achievement, the present research 
defined effort as self-directed behaviour aimed at the resolution of a challenging situation, 
which may involve persistence. This definition was developed from three essential features of 
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effort: (1) effort as directed behaviour; (2) effort as internally driven; and (3) effort aiming to 
resolve challenges. 
Children’s effort toward challenging academic tasks predicts their school success. 
Several factors related to children’s effort toward challenging tasks have been identified. 
However, the potential role of educational materials, such as stories, in promoting children’s 
effort is under-researched. Meanwhile, the potential of stories in modifying children’s 
behaviour is documented and justifies the present research’s focus on exploring the nature of 
effort toward challenge in the stories for children at school. 
While the role of teachers in promoting children’s story comprehension is known and 
well documented, their role as potential communicators of effort-related themes through 
stories is less understood. Since children may understand stories in different ways, children’s 
understanding of effort-related themes also needs to be examined. As such, the present 
research investigates the following: (1) to what extent do teachers acknowledge the effort-
related themes in challenging situations from the stories presented in the classrooms, (2) what 
do children understand about the effort-related themes, and (3) to what extent children’s 
understanding of effort-related themes is related to teachers’ talk.  
The literature review informed three empirical studies that aimed at investigating the 
issues mentioned above. Figure 2.2 presents the aims, questions and methods for each 
subsequent study.   
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Diagram of Empirical Studies 
Background: 
There is a need to explore the potential role of stories as educational tools to introduce young children about the importance of exerting effort toward challenge. 
 Study 1 Study 2 Study 3 
Aim Investigate the nature of effort-related themes 
conveyed in Indonesian stories for young children at 
school. 
 
Investigate the extent to which and how 
Indonesian teachers talk about effort toward 
challenge from stories presented to young 
children. 
 
Investigate Indonesian children’s story understanding 
about effort-related themes, and the extent to which 
their story understanding is aligned to teachers’ talk 
about the stories. 
Research 
questions 
1. What kinds of effort are portrayed in the stories? 
2. What kinds of goal and challenge lead to the 
effort depicted in the stories? 
3. What patterns of goal-challenge-effort are 
connected to successful and unsuccessful 
outcomes in the stories? 
4. What kinds of effort, goal and challenge are 
depicted in stories with repeated unsuccessful 
outcomes? 
 
1. To what extent do teachers acknowledge 
effort-related themes in challenging situations 
from the stories presented in the classroom? 
2. What other themes do teachers acknowledge 
to children? 
3. How do teachers introduce those themes? 
 
1. What do children recall about effort-related themes 
from the stories presented in the classroom? 
2. To what extent is children’s story recall on effort-
related themes related to teachers’ talk when they 
presented the stories in the classroom? 
Method Content and structural analysis to stories Year 1 and 
Year 2 recommended by the Indonesian government. 
Qualitative and comparative analyses to teachers’ 
talk on effort-related themes. 
Quantitative descriptive and inferential analysis of 
children recall of effort-related themes. 
Figure 2.2 Diagram of empirical studies 
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                      CHAPTER THREE 
METHODOLOGY 
 
Introduction 
The research aims and questions are stated in the previous chapter. This research was 
conducted in three phases (hereafter called studies), each study addressing a separate research 
question. The design of the research was developed so that the results of each study informed 
the design and implementation of the subsequent one.  
This chapter outlines how the research was conducted. It includes the nature of the 
research procedures that were followed, the reasons for undertaking such procedures, as well 
as relevant reflections about the research process documented by the researcher. It should be 
noted that this chapter provides an overview of the methodology of the whole research, with 
further details of methods being described in each individual study. In addition, it is 
important to mention that the researcher’s reflections are presented using first person.  
This chapter starts by reviewing the paradigm adopted in this research, then 
documents the methods selected for each study and the standards of quality and rigour that 
were pursued. Next, it presents relevant ethical considerations that applied to the research and 
the context in which it was situated. The chapter ends with an overview of the challenges 
faced during data collection and personal reflections on the process. 
  
Research Paradigm  
The paradigm adopted in this research was pragmatism. This paradigm focuses on the 
research problem and employs multiple approaches to develop a better understanding of the 
research questions (Creswell, 2009). In this research, the problem was to gain insight into the 
potential role of stories as educational tools to introduce young children to the notion of effort 
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toward challenge. To address this research problem, three consecutive studies were 
conducted. As each study involved a different type of data, it was essential to select methods 
for data collection and analysis that were best suited to address the research questions. This 
research embraced the freedom to select methods best suited to address each research 
question and the overall research problem by adopting pragmatic paradigm. 
Two key features of pragmatism were applied in the research process. First, it 
employed abductive reasoning. This feature of pragmatism refers to the reasoning that goes 
back and forth between induction and deduction, and vice versa (Morgan, 2007). Abductive 
reasoning was applied, for example, during the development of the coding scheme used for 
the analysis of children’s stories in Study 1. Initially, coding categories were derived from the 
existing literature. Subsequently, categories derived inductively from the data were added. 
Second, this research adopted the intersubjective feature of pragmatism when analysing data 
using the coding schemes. Morgan (2007) argued that strong dichotomy between subjective 
and objective does not exist, and being completely either subjective or objective is 
impossible. This author proposed intersubjectivity as an approach that captures the duality of 
subjectivity and objectivity. In the present research, subjectivity was involved when the 
researcher coded the data into categories in the coding scheme. At the same time, because the 
categories in the coding scheme are defined in details, it allowed the researcher to be 
objective.  
   
Research Methods 
This section outlines the research methods used in the three studies. The section 
comprises three subsections: research aims and questions, data collection and analysis. This 
section also presents a description of a pilot study and steps undertaken to ensure rigour in the 
research process.  
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Research aims and questions in the three studies 
This research utilised multiple methods in collecting and analysing data. As a 
reminder for the readers, an overview of the research aims and questions for each study is 
presented in Figure 3.1.  
  
Figure 3.1 Research aims and questions addressed in each study  
 
Study 2 
Research aim 
Investigate the extent to which and how 
Indonesian teachers talk about effort-
related themes in the stories. 
 
Research questions 
1. To what extent do teachers 
acknowledge effort-related themes 
from the stories presented in the 
classroom? 
2. What other themes do teachers 
acknowledge? 
3. How do teachers introduce effort-
related and other themes to 
children? 
 
Study 1 
 
Research aim 
Identify the nature of effort-related 
themes depicted in Indonesian 
stories for young children at school. 
 
Research questions 
1. What kinds of effort are 
portrayed in the stories? 
2. What kinds of goal and 
challenge lead to the effort 
depicted in the stories? 
3. What patterns of goal-
challenge-effort are connected 
to successful and unsuccessful 
outcomes in the stories? 
4. What kinds of effort, goal, and 
challenge are depicted in stories 
with repeated unsuccessful 
outcomes? 
Study 3 
 
Research aim 
Explore Indonesian children’s 
understanding of the effort-related 
themes from the stories, and to what 
extent their story understanding is 
aligned to teachers’ talk. 
 
Research questions 
1. What do children recall about 
effort-related themes from the 
stories presented in the 
classroom? 
2. To what extent children’s story 
recall on effort-related themes is 
related to teachers’ talk about the 
stories? 
 
Research Aims and Questions 
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It is also noteworthy that the selection of methods applied in the research also applied 
to the contexts where this research was conducted. This research involved Year-2 teachers 
and children in public primary schools situated in a rural area in the Java Islands in Indonesia. 
People in this area are predominantly of Javanese origin. As such, the research process was 
adapted to the expectations of what research entails in the cultural-educational context of 
Indonesia. It was important to do so to encourage participation and enhance the ecological 
validity of the data gathered (De La Rosa, Rahill, Rojas, & Pinto, 2007).  
 
Data collection and pilot study 
Although chronologically a pilot study preceded the actual data collection, 
information about how the data of each study were collected is presented first to maintain the 
focus on the research process of the three studies. Details of the pilot study are discussed 
subsequently. 
Data collection 
Study 1. The data for Study 1 consisted of text documentation. Documentary 
information may take many forms, such as newspaper articles or administrative documents 
(Yin, 2003). In this case, the data source was stories written for school children and presented 
in text form. These stories are available in electronic schoolbooks published online by the 
Indonesian government (bse.kemdikbud.go.id) and are recommended in the teaching of 
Indonesian language in Grades 1 and 2. Although stories were collected in 2015 for the 
purpose of this study, at the time this thesis was completed these stories were still available 
on the official website of the Indonesian MoEC (www.kemdikbud.do.id). These stories are 
mostly written in lower case and with minimal punctuation. Many stories only apply spaces, 
bold and italics to assist children in understanding them. These stories are expected to be read 
to children by their teacher.  
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Importantly, these digital stories are commonly used by teachers. Children’s 
storybooks are expensive, so only a few schools can afford them. Not all schools in Indonesia 
have a library. Should there be a library, students are not always encouraged to go to the 
library and get books. Therefore, the stories available in the electronic schoolbooks have a 
greater chance to be used by schools, and their use in this research was thought to be 
appropriate to understand the extent to which effort-related themes were presented to young 
school children. 
Study 2. Study 2 involved a series of classroom video observations captured by the 
researcher. Direct observation allows researchers to acquire first-hand experience of a setting, 
enabling them to be more ‘open, discover oriented, and inductive’ (Patton, 2002, p. 262). 
Study 2 investigated what and how teachers talked to students when they presented some of 
the stories mentioned above in their classes.  
The use of video in recording these observations was critical to ensure the validity of 
the subsequent analysis. A classroom is a complex setting, and using video recordings 
allowed the researcher to focus on the details of teacher talk while also permitting repeated 
observations of the data gathered (Derry et al., 2010). It was important to obtain data that 
could be analysed in comprehensive and thorough ways. As the data stored in a video was 
relatively intact, it also enabled other investigators, like the supervisors and another coder, to 
reanalyse the data and establish interrater reliability. However, as noted by Derry and 
colleagues (Derry et al., 2010), this ‘enhanced observational power’ (p. 6) demanded the 
selection of specific aspects of the data that were relevant to the research questions. In this 
study, several steps were taken to select the data, which is explained in the data analysis 
section.  
In Study 2, teachers were asked to present a story as they would normally do in their 
classroom, and these sessions were videotaped. Each teacher presented two stories to their 
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class during two different sessions, with the first story also serving as a warm-up session. 
During data collection, the researcher was in the class and personally operated the camera. As 
explained in Patton (2002), doing the recording herself provided better opportunities to 
understand and capture the context of the activity, which was critical in gaining a more 
holistic or comprehensive perspective.  
Unlike story reading practices in other countries, as in the United States (Morrow & 
Brittain, 2003), a typical Indonesian classroom does not have a specified place to conduct a 
reading session. The concept of ‘reading corner’ is rarely used. During data collection, as 
typical of Indonesian teachers’ reading practices, children sat at their own desks, all facing 
the teacher. Teachers stood in front of the class as they presented the stories. As the focus of 
this study was teachers’ talk, the camera was aimed at the teacher and located in the back of 
the classroom. The camera was placed so that the children’s faces were not recorded. 
Teachers were also asked to put an audio recorder in his or her pocket as a back-up device in 
case the camera stopped working. This classroom video data collection was carried out from 
September to October 2016. Prior to this data collection, a pilot study was conducted. As 
mentioned above, the pilot study will be described after the data collection method for Study 
3 is presented.  
Study 3. A story recall task was used to collect data for this study. Story recall is a 
method commonly used to assess children’s story comprehension (Lepola et al., 2012; Lynch 
et al., 2008; Norbury & Bishop, 2002; Strasser & del Río, 2014). Another way to assess 
children’s comprehension is by asking questions about the story (Tompkins et al., 2013). In 
story recall, children are asked to construct a coherent narrative of a previously heard story 
(Strasser & del Rio, 2014). As such, it provides a more holistic way to assess story 
comprehension when compared to answering questions about a story. In the latter case, the 
focus is on the retrieval of isolated elements of the target story (Strasser & del Rio, 2014). 
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Story recall was deemed to be well suited for this study as it allows children to demonstrate 
their story comprehension in a more integrated way, including information about connections 
between the effort themes.  
Data collection for Study 3 took place from September to October 2016. Story recall 
was undertaken after the teacher had presented the selected story to the whole class. For the 
purpose of the study, children were assessed individually in a separate room between one to 
three days after the teacher told the story in class. While the researcher waited in another 
room, the teacher called one child at a time to leave the classroom and meet the researcher. 
Children were asked to retell a story they had heard in their classroom to two dolls, Upin-
Ipin, who are well known characters to Indonesian children. The use of familiar dolls 
provided a meaningful context for children to retell the story. It was adopted from a previous 
research by Lynch et al. (2008). The children’s retelling of the story to the dolls was 
videotaped. Once the assessment was completed, each participating child went back to the 
class and another child was called out. 
As mentioned, the Upin-Ipin dolls were chosen because they are very popular in 
Indonesia. Upin and Ipin are characters from a Malaysian cartoon television series which is 
frequently aired in Indonesia. The series tell the stories of 5-year-old twin brothers, named 
Upin and Ipin, who learn and explore new things with their friends and family. Children like 
to watch Upin-Ipin on television since not many children’s cartoon shows are available in 
Indonesia. It was expected that using the dolls that most children were familiar with would 
reduce the unfamiliarity that children might have otherwise experienced in the situation 
designed by the researcher. Besides reducing unfamiliarity in the context of story retelling, 
the dolls provided meaning to the story retelling exercise. As the researcher was also in the 
classroom when the children heard the story, it would not have made sense to ask the children 
to retell the story to the researcher. Furthermore, the children were predominantly Javanese, 
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and in the Javanese tradition, children are expected to listen to adults and not to address them 
in conversation unless asked to do so. Children are not encouraged to tell stories or express 
their views to adults. Using the dolls was expected to make children feel like they were not 
talking to an adult because the researcher was impersonating Upin and Ipin when children 
retold the story. All these procedures were tested in the pilot study, as described below. 
Pilot study. Prior to the main data collection, a pilot study was conducted from April 
to May 2016. A pilot study is also referred to as a feasibility study; such studies are 
conducted in preparation for a major study to identify potential practical problems and assess 
the feasibility and validity of the research protocols and research processes (Van Teijlingen & 
Hundley, 2002).  
The pilot study was conducted in one class of a public school situated in the same 
town as the schools that participated in the main data collection. In this class, there were 23 
children with one female classroom teacher. This pilot study was beneficial in several ways. 
First, the pilot study confirmed the significance of building rapport with teachers and children 
as critical in gathering valid data. Rapport, according to Glesne (2006), is referred to as a 
relationship that encourages willingness to cooperate. This relationship is characterised by 
confidence and trust (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). In my case, building rapport allowed teachers 
to know more about me and the study. This positive rapport also enabled me to gain full 
support from teachers in conducting the study. This is illustrated in excerpts of my diary 
below: 
Every day, when I was at the school, I always had lunch with Mrs S. She sometimes brought some food 
to be shared. I imitated her behaviour and brought some food to share. During lunch time, I could 
maintain my communication with her. I could discuss different issues, and it was really beneficial for 
me in conducting the study.  
(Diary of the pilot study on 2nd of May, 2016) 
She also helped me to set the place for the assessment after cleaning the room. At this stage, I started to 
think that, if I had not had a good relationship with the teacher or the principal, they may not have been 
very supportive. Moreover, if the teachers were not supportive, they could just show me the room and 
let me clean it myself.  
(Diary of the pilot study on 26th of April 2016) 
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It was also essential for children to know me as the researcher and to trust me so they 
could express their willingness or unwillingness to participate in the research and understand 
that they would be safe with me. The following excerpt illustrates the respect and trust that 
children showed me after I stayed in their class for a few days:  
Now the children are getting used to me, so they come to me even when I am still on my motorcycle 
after arriving in the morning. They race to me and kiss my hand. Children from other classes have also 
started to shake and kiss my hand. Shaking hands and kissing them is a sign of respect from the 
youngsters.  
(Diary of the pilot study on 27th of April, 2016) 
The pilot study confirmed that being the teacher’s assistant for a few days worked 
well as a means to develop rapport with both teachers and children. As the teacher’s assistant, 
I conducted various activities, such as checking the children’s work, doing some of the 
teacher’s administrative tasks, explaining materials to children, tidying up the classroom and 
even taking teachers to their home. By acting as a teacher’s assistant, I got a chance to 
interact more with teachers and also with children. Asking teachers to conduct an art lesson 
was a beneficial activity in building rapport. Children liked art. They laughed a lot and 
enjoyed the activity with me. This activity provided me with opportunities to interact with 
children in fun ways. The excerpt below illustrated the response of a child and shows the 
significance of these activities in developing rapport. 
I could see that these children felt close to me. Last week, Mrs S found a handwritten message on the 
blackboard: Mrs Nimas (my name) is very pretty. This morning, a girl said to me that she missed me 
and wanted to see me every day. Their eagerness assured me that what I did in the class was right.  
(Diary of the pilot study on 2nd of May, 2016) 
Besides teaching art, I also played with the children during school breaks. The pilot 
study allowed me to realise the amount of time that was necessary to build rapport. Glesne 
(2006) argues that building rapport takes time. The more time spent together, the greater the 
opportunity to have a good rapport. However, research might provide disruptions for schools, 
including teachers and children. Determining the sufficient duration in building rapport is 
therefore essential.  
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Second, the pilot study confirmed how important it was to familiarise children with 
the video camera. As video recording is rarely conducted in Indonesian schools, children 
were very curious about the camera. To reduce their reactivity, I brought the camera a few 
days before I conducted the classroom observation, and gave opportunities for children to see 
and play with the camera during school breaks. I showed them how to operate the camera and 
even conducted a pretend videotaping with them. The excerpt below depicts what happened 
when I brought the camera to the class. 
When I brought the camera, they were very curious, coming closer and asking me everything about the 
camera. Then, I asked them to line up and come to the camera one by one. I allowed them to see from 
the lens. They looked so happy and very excited. They waved their own hands to see what would be 
seen from the lens. I was glad I brought the camera today.  
(Diary of the pilot study on 2nd of May, 2016) 
Looking at what I learnt from the pilot study, I realised the importance of doing a 
pilot study to test the procedures involved in the research processes. This pilot study enabled 
me to be well prepared when undertaking the main data collection phase of the research.  
Third, it raised the potential practical issues in conducting classroom video 
observations and story recall. According to Derry et al. (2010), planning where to place 
cameras and microphones, whether using wide angle or close up and when to start and end 
shootings, is necessary. Following Derry and colleagues’ recommendations, I tried different 
ideas of where to place the camera and microphone and to test different angles. The pilot 
study also reminded me to have a back-up plan if there was no power supply near the place 
where I would put the devices, such as having more than one camera and microphone and 
providing a long extension cord. As children were assessed individually, I also had to find a 
room that was conducive for them to complete the recall task. From the pilot study, I learnt 
that I needed to find a room with a door I could close when the assessment was conducted to 
reduce potential disruptions and interruptions. I found that children were very curious and 
sometimes they would peep from windows or would open the door slightly. Therefore, I also 
needed to arrange the desk and chairs so the assessed child would not face doors or windows.  
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Fourth, the pilot study confirmed the efficacy of using dolls familiar for children in 
the Indonesian context as a conduit to prompt their story recall. The dolls really got the 
children’s attention. They were happy and excited to come to the assessment room. It was a 
good indication that the children did not feel anxious about the task or the researcher. It was 
important to make sure that children were comfortable with the assessment situation as such 
situations could be stressful and lead to an underestimation of the child’s performance. 
Children had to be with the researcher individually and engage in story recall which, although 
encouraged in the curriculum, is not a familiar task for Indonesian children. From the pilot 
study, it was also confirmed that the risks for children in this situation were minimal. 
Although some children found it difficult to retell the story, all children said that they were 
very happy because they could have a chat with the dolls. 
 
Data analysis and rigour in the research processes 
This section presents information about how the data in each study were analysed, as 
well as procedures used to maximise the rigour in the research processes. 
Data analysis 
Study 1. Content analysis was used to analyse the stories in Study 1. Content analysis 
is a technique for extracting information from textual material by systematically and 
objectively identifying specified features of the material (Smith, 2000). As the data for Study 
1 were written stories documented in schoolbooks, the use of content analysis was deemed 
appropriate. 
The basic process in content analysis is coding (Walter, 2010). Following Smith’s 
suggestion (2000), coding schemes were developed to reduce the large body of qualitative 
information to a smaller form of representation, which was more manageable. Coding refers 
to the process of breaking down a text into selective categories to identify the patterns in the 
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text that are relevant and important to the research questions (Sproule, 2010). In order to 
answer the research questions, three coding schemes were developed. These coding schemes 
served different purposes. The first coding scheme was designed to identify a text as a story, 
while the second aimed at identifying stories with challenging situation(s). The last coding 
scheme was used to identify effort-related themes depicted in the stories. Theoretically, 
derived categories were initially used, with inductively driven categories being added in 
subsequent iterations of the coding scheme.  
After the coding schemes were developed, interrater reliability was established. 
According to Sproule (2010), interrater reliability is the extent to which two or more 
independent raters or coders agree on categories assigned to the data. To show the index of 
agreement, the Cohen’s Kappa statistic was used since it does correct for chance agreement 
(Bakeman, 2000). The Cohen’s Kappa varies from zero (indicating no agreement) to one 
(indicating a perfect agreement). Based on the recommendation from Altman (1990), the 
interpretation of Kappa is as follows: < 20: poor strength of agreement; 0.21–0.40: fair; 0.41–
0.60: moderate; 0.61–0.80: good; 0.81–1.0: very good (p. 404). Once the interrater reliability 
for each coding scheme was established, descriptive analysis of frequencies of effort-related 
categories was undertaken.  
Study 2. Study 2 investigated the extent to which teachers introduced effort toward 
challenge-related themes from the stories presented in classroom. In this case, data was 
analysed qualitatively. For this study, as noted by Patton (2002), the qualitative analysis 
comprised two sequential processes. The first process involved analysing individual cases. In 
this process each reading session video was analysed using a framework with two foci: (1) 
the segment of story that represented distinctive elements of effort-related themes, and (2) 
teachers’ talk related to effort-related themes that occurred after the story was presented. 
Doing the individual case analysis enabled the identification of specific themes emerging in 
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each case (Miles & Huberman, 1994), which then could be further analysed as part of the 
second process.  
The second process involved a comparison analysis. During this analytic step, a 
framework was presented that used (1) the presence of effort-related themes and their 
connections, (2) the presence of the role of other characters, (3) the explicit use of the terms 
of effort and persistence, and (4) the explicit acknowledgement of persistence. Specific 
themes identified in each reading session video were then compared across teachers and 
stories by using this framework. This comparison analysis contributed to create a more 
general picture of the themes that were emphasised by the cohort of teacher participants. 
Using the combination of these two analyses is recommended (Miles & Huberman, 1994; 
Patton, 2002) as it maintains the complexity and the narrative order of the cases, and permits 
systematic comparisons that enable the researcher to see patterns.  
Study 3. In Study 3, quantitative, descriptive and inferential analyses were used. 
Study 3 investigated children’s story recall and the extent to which it related to teachers’ talk. 
Given this aim, using descriptive analysis to portray the extent to which children understood 
the effort-related themes in the story was suitable, as this analysis enabled the identification 
of variation in the scores (Creswell, 2012). Inferential analyses were also employed to 
investigate the extent to which the variation in children’s recall across teacher groups was 
systematic (Creswell, 2012).  
There were several steps undertaken before engaging in the statistical analyses. First, 
the videos of children’s recall were transcribed, and then a detailed coding scheme to 
examine effort-related themes emerging in their recall was developed. The coding categories 
were derived from the existing coding scheme that was developed in Study 1. The next step 
was to establish interrater reliability. Consistent with Study 1, interrater reliability was 
assessed and established by applying Cohen’s Kappa. The last step was to assign scores to the 
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coding scheme categories, giving higher scores to those categories that signalled children’s 
identification of effort-related themes. After assigning scores, descriptive and inferential 
analyses were conducted.  
As a personal reflection, I must admit I had never realised how complex research 
could be. It was not until I finished writing all the methods and processes of all three studies 
and reflected on them that I fully realised the need for systematicity, comprehensiveness and 
rigour. Every step required details and justifications. Every step demanded thoroughness and 
rigour in every possible way. It was, indeed, a challenging task. I believe that challenges offer 
opportunities for growth, and I feel that it is what happened to me throughout the research. I 
expand on these ideas in the next sections. 
Rigour in the research processes  
Several procedures were used to maximise rigour in the research process. These 
included prolonged engagement, peer debriefing and a systematic approach to research 
(Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Mays & Pope, 1995). Below is the description of each procedure.  
Following Lincoln and Guba (1985), prolonged engagement was used as a strategy to 
enhance the credibility of the research. Doing the pilot study over almost two months allowed 
the researcher to understand more fully the context of a public primary school in a small town 
that respected Javanese traditions. The extent of this pilot was deemed to be sufficient when 
considering that the researcher is also of Javanese origin and taking into account the variety 
of activities in which she was involved during the pilot. Having a similar cultural background 
enabled the researcher to understand the context well in a relatively short amount of time. By 
using prolonged engagement throughout the pilot study, the research increased the chances of 
obtaining credible findings. As argued by Lincoln and Guba (1985), prolonged engagement 
enables researchers to understand any phenomena regarding the context and to detect 
distortions that may affect the data.  
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Peer debriefing was also used in this research to increase the credibility of findings. 
Peer debriefing is a technique that allows experienced debriefers to explore relevant aspects 
of the inquiry to help the researcher/inquirer to be aware about his or her biases regarding the 
data (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). The debriefers in this research were the PhD supervisors. 
Various pieces of data were translated into English and shared with the supervisory team to 
help with the debriefing. Although choosing the supervisors as debriefers, particularly in the 
case of a doctoral study, is not recommended since their inputs may be considered as 
mandates (Lincoln & Guba, 1985), they were best suited for several reasons. First, both knew 
the substantive area of the research and the methodological issues relevant to the collection 
and analysis of data. They were also keen to challenge the views of the researcher by 
questioning and probing the analysis and interpretation of results. Lastly, because they both 
have different cultural backgrounds and have lived in different countries, their lenses in 
looking the data were not affected by the biases that the researcher possessed.  
Following Mays and Pope (1995) and being systematic about the research design, 
data collection and analysis is an important strategy to ensure rigour in qualitative research. 
Being systematic means that procedures to collect and analyse data are clearly described, 
therefore allowing replication. In doing so, dependability can be established. Dependability 
addresses issues of ensuring that the research follows a logical, traceable and documented 
process (Schwandt, Lincoln, & Guba, 2007). In this research, thorough and explicit 
information on how the data was collected and analysed was provided, including how the 
coding was developed. The categories in the coding schemes were developed in such a way, 
so they were independent, mutually exclusive and exhaustive (Smith, 2000).  
It is important to take measures to establish the credibility and dependability of the 
research process as it enables audiences to see the quality of the research and its 
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trustworthiness (Schwandt et al., 2007). By using a rigorous approach to address the issues of 
credibility and dependability, the present research managed to establish trustworthiness.  
 
Research ethics  
This section describes how ethical issues were addressed. More precisely, this section 
documents how an ethical approach to research that was sensitive to local norms and 
expectations was adopted. As it will be detailed below, it was challenging to balance the need 
to contextualise ethical practice so it would be sensitive to Indonesian participants while 
ensuring that the basic principles of ethical conduct of research with human participants as 
understood in Australia, were upheld. 
Child participants and their parents gave verbal consent to participate in this research. 
As the youngest children were seven years old, they were invited to express their consent 
verbally before commencement of the study. Following Flewitt (2005), consent to participate 
was sought once again from the children during the assessment session. At that time, the 
researcher reminded the children that they could stop at any time if they wanted. In doing so, 
children’s wellbeing was ensured throughout the research process. One child did not want to 
continue the assessment. Therefore, he went back to his class once the researcher stopped the 
assessment and thanked him. 
Due to the cultural context, the information letter was delivered face to face and 
consent by the parents was obtained in writing. In the Indonesian context, particularly in 
small cities in the Java Islands, it is considered inappropriate to ask for individual consent 
through written communication only. This act would be considered disrespectful. Therefore, 
in order to show respect to the parents, I met them face to face, delivered information relevant 
to the study, and allowed the opportunity for caregivers to decide if they are happy for their 
 
 
82 
 
children to take part. There was one parent who did not allow her daughter to participate in 
the study. 
Passive consent was also used to obtain consent from all parents of the children who 
would be in the class while I videotaped their teacher, even though they were not participants 
in the assessment situation. The class teacher informed the parents of these children that a 
researcher would come to observe and video record a reading activity in class and would 
invite parents to express any potential objections they might have. If no objections were 
presented to the teacher, then it was assumed that caregivers had consented to the temporary 
presence of the researcher and the video recording equipment in the classroom. If there was 
any concern from the parents, their children sat in a position where the camera could not 
capture them. There was no objection expressed through the teacher. 
Teacher participants gave written consent to participate in the study. Before teachers 
provided consent, I met them while providing the information letter and consent form. As 
explained above, face to face interaction is important as a means to display respect in 
Indonesian context. At that time, I was accompanied by my aunties, who are also teachers 
and know the teachers. To comply with research ethics guidelines from National Health and 
Medical Research Council (Australia) (2007), it was necessary to consult the design and 
conduct of research with the local participant population and communities where the research 
took place. In the present research, procedures in doing ethics and collecting data were 
discussed with my aunties.  
During data collection, I experienced a challenging situation when trying to negotiate 
common local practices that may not have been appropriate from an ethical perspective. 
Following is an excerpt of my diary of the pilot study that outlines the situation. 
I went to Ambarawa and met my aunties. We discussed when I could meet the principal and the Year 1 
teacher for the pilot study. They suggested visiting them at their homes before coming to the school. 
This is called ‘tatap muka’ (Indonesian word for ‘meeting face to face’). My auntie also suggested 
bringing special food from my home town as ‘cindera mata’ (Indonesian word; it means souvenirs) 
when attending the school for the first time. According to Javanese tradition, in order to show respect 
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to the people we visit, it is customary to bring something. They not only suggested bringing ‘cindera 
mata’ for the school but encouraged me to purchase some clothes for both the teacher and the principal.  
(Diary of the pilot study on 13th April 2016) 
Then this was what I thought at that time. 
Giving something as a way of thanking those who kindly offer their time to engage with us is 
considered a polite starting point in developing a relationship. It shows respect, attentiveness and 
humility to the people who we involve in our activity. In turn, as I show respect to them, they will 
respect me in return. These practices are very common in Javanese places…I know that it would be 
possibly considered to be inducement, which is not appropriate from an ethical perspective.  
(Diary of the pilot study on 13th April 2016) 
 
As reflected in my diary, those practices are common as they show courtesy and 
hospitality in the Javanese tradition. However, I felt like I bribed and induced them to 
participate in the research. To deal with this conflict, I decided to review the meaning and 
impact of inducement in research. According to the International Ethical Guidelines for 
Biomedical Research Involving Human Subjects from Council for International 
Organisations of Medical Science (Wilkinson & Moore, 1997), inducement refers to payment 
given to participants in expense of their inconvenience and time spent in a research. The 
guidelines also stress that the payment should not be so large that it can influence participants 
to consent to participate against their judgement. Informed by the definition of inducement 
issued by that guideline, I came to realise that what I did was to show proper respect.  
Following my aunties’ advice, I brought special food from my hometown when I 
came to the school and met the principal and the teacher for the first time. Bringing 
something from my home town demonstrated my humble approach in my request to engage 
them in the research process. At the end of the data collection, I gave batik clothes to the 
principals and the teachers to show my appreciation for their participation in my research. 
 
Challenges in conducting research in Indonesia and further reflections 
In addition to the challenge described above, I encountered other challenges while 
researching in Indonesia. Those challenges emerged as I negotiated in this space, including 
my identity as a Javanese-Indonesian young scholar studying at an Australian university and 
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mentored by non-Indonesian supervisors. Having previously trained as a young scholar in the 
Indonesian research tradition and then conducting research following a different tradition 
allowed me to learn from valuable challenges and reflections. 
On being a ‘humble researcher’: The absence of researcher power 
The first challenge I felt was that I had no power or status as a researcher. The 
following extract, written in my diary from the pilot study, illustrates this situation. 
Just like before, it was difficult to say the exact words as presented in the information letter. It was 
difficult to say that I wanted to invite the school to participate. It gave a sense that I had the power to 
invite people. I felt the most appropriate way was to act as humbly as possible, which it meant I was 
powerless. I got this understanding from the word used by aunties when she asked the possibility of 
having the school participated in my research. She always used the word ‘ngresahi’ (Javanese word; it 
meant ‘disruptive’). In Javanese language, there is a term ‘pekewuh’ that means uneasiness because we 
thought that we had already been disruptive. 
(Diary of the pilot study on 27th of April, 2016) 
 
Research in Indonesia is often perceived negatively. Only a few people in Indonesia 
think that research can be useful to solve problems, and many people do not consider research 
as an important activity in a developing society. In this sense, research is powerless and 
useless, and therefore, people do not feel interested in participating. Furthermore, research is 
also perceived as a disruptive activity. Since the people who are the potential participants of 
research neither understand the contribution nor experience the direct effects of the research 
and since research often requires their time and energy, people often feel that researchers 
disrupt their activities. This was reflected in the word choice ‘ngresahi’ in the excerpt above, 
which my aunties used before asking permission from the principal. These perceptions 
indicate the limited power of research and the researcher in Indonesia.  
The absence of power or negative perceptions of research may create difficulties in 
gaining access to research sites and recruiting participants. Trying to find appropriate 
research practices in this cultural context, particularly in an educational setting, was essential 
for this research. In my case, using the invitation approach reflected in the information letter 
was not enough. As I followed the guidelines from the Human Research Ethics at Murdoch 
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University, the information letter adopted a sense of equality between researchers and 
participants, which was not quite suited to the Indonesian context. I felt that equality should 
not be emphasised. Instead, as a sign of respect of Indonesian cultural practices, I adopted a 
humble position which, in turn, triggered an altruistic response. In the case of my research, 
because of those perceptions, agreeing to participate in the research was in fact perceived as 
doing an altruistic act. Therefore, in recruiting participants, I also adopted a powerless 
position by acting humbly and showing gratefulness.  
Specifically, my humble approach was displayed by using the highest level of 
language when I talked to school staff. This approach was possible because most staff at the 
school sites spoke Javanese language. In respect to the age or the status of the person who is 
addressed, this language comprises three hierarchies of vocabularies. The lowest vocabulary 
is applied when talking to children, while the middle is for talking to a peer or a person who 
is close to the speaker. The highest vocabulary is used to talk to an older person or someone 
who holds a higher status. Showing humility, I used the highest level of language to talk to all 
members of the school community, not only the principal and teachers, but the whole school 
community, including parents, janitors and even food sellers located outside the schools.  
Participation is also likely to be facilitated through personal contacts. School 
leadership, such as the principal, need to know whether they can trust the researcher. If the 
school does not know the researchers, they need to meet the principal in person. In many 
situations, particularly in the Javanese tradition where the schools for my research were 
located, meeting personally with the principal is considered as displaying respect. Sending 
written information about the research without a prior personal meeting is not enough, and 
can even be considered rude. Through an initial meeting, the principal can assess the 
researchers and the research and decide whether or not to grant permission. In my case, as I 
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was in Australia, I could not meet the principal personally, and sending information letter was 
not an option.  
To resolve this challenge, I asked my aunties, who are also teachers in those schools 
to meet the principals and tell them about my research. I also asked them to talk to the 
teachers who were potential participants. As the principals and the teachers have known them 
for years, they trusted my aunties and through them, eventually trusted me. They were willing 
to help me, so they permitted me to research their schools, and they agreed to participate in 
the research. My aunties also accompanied me when I met the principals and the teachers the 
first time.  
From the above-mentioned challenges, I learnt to be humble when conducting 
research. As I write these reflections, however, I also have to agree with the potential power 
of research raised by Habibis (2010). He argued that a researcher has power over the 
researched because the researcher holds the data. So, in my case, I gained power after I 
collected the data. Given the potential power that I now have within the research process, I 
have to be aware of it, and therefore, I need to stay humble. 
 
On becoming a ‘better researcher’: My perceptions of Indonesia 
The second challenge that I faced at the beginning of my research concerned my 
views toward Indonesia. Before writing the discussion of Study 1, I never realised that I had a 
‘deficit view’ or an inferiority perspective toward Indonesia. I did not realise my tendency to 
see Indonesia as a developing country that needs to be improved in all aspects. Therefore, I 
felt that everything that was or was not happening in Indonesia was ‘something wrong that 
needed to be fixed’.  
This outlook, I believe, is a common attitude adopted by many Indonesians, 
particularly when they encounter people or products from developed countries. They tend to 
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think that people and products from those countries are better than Indonesian ones in every 
way. In my case, having this perspective made me always think that Indonesia was ‘lacking’ 
something’ and was ‘imperfect’. Whenever I read studies conducted in developed countries, I 
compared them with the conditions and realities in my home country with the belief that what 
was informed through those studies was perfect and advanced, and therefore Indonesia 
needed to improve this and that.  
My supervisors assisted me in resolving this challenge. Through discussions, they 
encouraged me to be more critical of studies conducted in developed countries and to be 
more open to different interpretations regarding my home country. They challenged my 
deficit views of Indonesia. They asked me for evidence to justify my arguments. They offered 
rival explanations and pointed to some aspects that are more positive in Indonesia than in 
other countries. In the end, they supported me to embrace the Indonesian context as 
‘different’ and not as ‘imperfect’ anymore. 
From those challenges, I learnt to be critical. Being critical means open to different 
perspectives, arguments and ideas and asking evidence to support each one of them. As I am 
writing this reflection, I know that it is not easy for me to be critical, as, in the Javanese 
tradition where I grew up, questioning is a practice that is not encouraged. However, I will 
keep learning to be critical as I believe that being critical is necessary for a researcher. More 
important is being critical of my own presumptions and expectations. I understand that 
research topics are commonly connected with the researchers’ own experiences and concerns; 
hence, the personal biases, presumptions and expectations may go along with the research 
process. Through the challenges, I learnt to be critical and became aware of my biases, 
growing to become a better researcher.  
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Closing 
This chapter presents the general methods used in the three studies. It provides a 
general understanding of the study design and overall reflections about the research processes 
that could not be fully discussed in the reporting of each study. In particular, this chapter 
shows my journey in this research and the effort that has been put on it. The detailed methods 
used in each study will be presented in the subsequent chapters.  
The three subsequent chapters present the three empirical studies in full detail. As 
mentioned earlier, those chapters are structured as manuscripts to be submitted for 
publication in academic journals. Each chapter includes an abstract, introduction, method, 
result and discussion sections, but it does not address the implications, limitations and future 
research directions emerging from that particular study. Topics that have not been addressed 
in those empirical chapters will be addressed in the General Discussion chapter (Chapter 7). 
As it would be expected, given the structure of this dissertation, some repetition of the 
research background and the literature review is expected, despite efforts of bringing iteration 
to a minimum. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 
STUDY 1 
 
 “My effort or your effort”: Exploring stories for young children in Indonesian schools 
 
Abstract 
This study examined the nature of effort toward challenge in stories recommended for 
young children in Indonesian schools. One hundred and nine stories from 20 schoolbooks for 
Years 1 and 2 recommended by the Indonesian government were analysed, using a 
combination of content and structural analyses. When exploring the characters’ efforts toward 
challenge, the findings revealed that the most prominent type of effort depicted in the stories 
was exerted by characters other than the protagonist (other-initiated effort). Furthermore, 
while all stories with this type of effort had a successful outcome, self-initiated individual 
effort exerted by the main character was the most prevalent type of effort in stories with an 
unsuccessful outcome. These findings can be interpreted in more than one way. From the 
perspective of the achievement motivation literature, the responses to challenges depicted in 
the stories do not seem to promote personal initiative or a proactive approach toward 
difficulties. From the perspective of prevalent local values, however, the examples of effort 
presented in the stories may represent societal expectations concerning the acceptance of life 
events (in Indonesian: nrimo) and the promotion of caring values toward individuals in need. 
By integrating findings of the extant literature on achievement motivation with a contextually 
sensitive approach to the interpretation of the stories’ content, this study raises important 
questions for future research in this area. 
 
Keywords: effort, achievement, primary education, Indonesia, stories, challenge 
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Introduction 
The importance of fostering children’s effort toward challenge has been widely 
acknowledged. A number of studies have documented that children who exert effort toward 
challenging academic situations at school (i.e., persisting at work, paying attention and 
engaging in the task) are more likely to attain academic success (McWayne et al., 2004; 
Schaefer & McDermott, 1999; Yen et al., 2004).  
Learning at school can be challenging since most of the skills encouraged in this 
setting are new to children and require practice (Rimm-Kaufman, Pianta, & Cox, 2000). 
Effort to complete challenging academic tasks is therefore necessary if children are to master 
these skills. Several longitudinal studies with kindergarten cohorts (e.g., DiPerna et al., 2007; 
Li-Grining et al., 2010; McClelland, Acock, & Morrison, 2006) have established that effort, 
understood as goal-directed behaviour, engagement, and persistence, predicts children’s 
academic outcomes in subsequent grades. Those studies underscore the importance of 
fostering effort in young children from the beginning of schooling and the need to identify 
predictors of behaviours that demonstrate effort in children.  
Some researchers have examined child-level predictors of effort enactment, such as 
self-regulation (Rimm-Kaufman et al., 2009) and behavioural adjustment (Domínguez et al., 
2010). These studies have shown that children’s better self-regulation and adjustment have 
positive associations with higher behavioural engagement. Parental involvement and 
assistance in problem solving also predict children’s effort (Fantuzzo et al., 2004; Neitzel & 
Stright, 2003). Parents who are involved in school activities and provide assistance when 
children face frustrating tasks are likely to have children’s with better effortful control 
(Fantuzzo et al., 2004; Neitzel & Stright, 2003). Other studies have investigated classroom-
related variables, such as the instructional context (Rimm-Kaufman et al., 2005) and 
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classroom quality (Domínguez et al., 2010; Rimm-Kaufman et al., 2005) as classroom-level 
predictors of student effort. According to Rimm-Kaufman et al. (2005), children in small, 
teacher-structured instructional contexts are more persistent, and children exposed to high 
classroom quality (understood as teachers’ sensitivity toward children’s needs) are likely to 
persist more than those in lower quality environments. Despite the above-mentioned research 
on contextual correlates of effort, the possible role of educational materials, such as stories 
presented in the classroom, is less understood.  
Stories have been used widely in schools, particularly in young children’s classrooms, 
since they provide age-appropriate opportunities for children to develop language and 
introduce them to socially acceptable behaviours in various life situations. One of the most 
commonly recognised benefits of stories is their potential to develop children’s vocabulary 
(Elley, 1989; Houston-Price, Howe, & Lintern, 2014; Justice et al., 2005; Ninio, 1983; 
Robbins & Ehri, 1994; Wilkinson & Houston-Price, 2013). Other studies have demonstrated 
the effectiveness of stories in providing general knowledge about daily life situations and 
enabling the development of appropriate responses or behaviours in those situations 
(Bhavnagri & Samuels, 1996; Bouchard et al., 2013; Dockett et al., 2006; Shepherd & 
Koberstein, 1989; Tsunemi et al., 2014). The contexts used when exploring the impact of 
stories include starting school (Dockett et al., 2006), social perspective-taking (Tsunemi et 
al., 2014), anxiety (Bouchard et al., 2013) and sharing behaviour (Bhavnagri & Samuels, 
1996; Shepherd & Koberstein, 1989). However, to the best of my knowledge, little is 
currently known about the extent to which effort toward challenging situations appears in 
children’s stories commonly read at early years in primary school. Given the importance of 
encouraging children to exert effort in the face of challenge, the present study addresses this 
gap in the literature by examining how the nature of effort toward challenge is depicted in 
stories used during the first two years of formal schooling in Indonesia.  
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Indonesia was selected as the context for this study because of its history of low 
academic performance in international assessment measures, such as the Programme for 
International Student Assessment (PISA) and the Trends in International Mathematics and 
Science Study (TIMSS) assessment. The 2015 PISA results ranked Indonesia in the bottom 
third of 69 participating countries in the areas of mathematics, reading and science (OECD, 
2016). With scores of 386, 403 and 397, respectively, the overall rank of Indonesian 15-year-
old-students’ scores is 62 out of 69. Similar results can be seen in Indonesian scores in the 
2015 TIMSS assessment. Indonesian scores in this worldwide assessment of mathematics and 
science for fourth graders1, for example, are also below the average scores for both areas, 
which are 397 (ranked 44 of 49) and 397 (ranked 44 of 47), respectively (IEA, 2015a, 
2015b). 
Result of these assessments signal the low level of Indonesian student achievement in 
middle schools compared to other countries. Given the long period of schooling that students 
have experienced at the time of assessment, it is likely that their low achievement levels are 
rooted in their early school trajectories. Some studies (e.g., Chen et al., 1996; DeBerard et al., 
2004; Garavalia & Gredler, 2002; Hemmings, Grootenboer, & Kay, 2011; House & Prion, 
1998; Jones, 1987) have reported positive and consistent associations between prior and later 
achievement. Therefore, based on the results from PISA and TIMSS, it is expected that 
Indonesian students’ low achievement in middle and high schools can be traced to their 
earlier achievements in elementary school.  
Having established that effort contributes to children’s academic achievement, and 
having provided evidence of Indonesian students’ low achievement in a number of academic 
areas relative to their counterparts in other countries (OECD, 2016), it is reasonable to 
                                               
1 Grade 8 did not participate in TIMSS 2015. However, the average scores for all areas of Grade 8 in previous 
TIMSS assessments were also low (2003-2011). 
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question whether conceptualisations of effort toward challenge may contribute to Indonesian 
students’ low academic outcomes as assessed by international tests. At the very least, the 
current results in international assessment warrant an investigation of the extent to which 
Indonesian students are exposed to effort-related messages at school and the nature of these 
messages. Because stories are commonly available in schoolbooks for primary education in 
Indonesia, these stories provide a useful context to explore the extent to which effort-related 
themes are communicated to young children, and the nature of those themes.  
 
Young Children and Effort toward Challenges in the School Context 
The term effort is widely used in education, and usually appears in education literature 
when scholars discuss the relationship between motivation and achievement (see Schunk, et 
al., 2008, for a review). Effort also appears in the volition literature (e.g., Brookhart et al., 
2006; Schunk et al., 2008) and self-regulation research (e.g., Schwinger & Stiensmeier-
Pelster, 2012). Along with the growing literature examining the relationship between 
motivation and achievement, researchers have begun to see effort as a variable in its own 
right, for example, when investigating how effort mediates the relationship between 
motivation and achievement (e.g., Larson et al., 2014). The present review focuses on how 
effort has been studied in the education literature, with particular attention to the first years of 
schooling. 
Effort is defined as self-directed behaviour in response to a challenge that may 
involve persistence. A number of studies (e.g., DiPerna et al., 2007; Li-Grining et al., 2010; 
Luo, Hughes, Liew, & Kwok, 2009; McClelland et al., 2006; McWayne et al., 2004; Ponitz, 
Rimm-Kaufman, Grimm, & Curby, 2009; Schaefer & McDermott, 1999; Yen et al., 2004) 
have examined associations between children’s effort toward challenge and academic 
achievement, concurrently as well as longitudinally. For example, a concurrent study 
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conducted with 195 four to six-year-old children indicated positive correlations between their 
effort, such as paying attention and persisting in a difficult task, and their academic success, 
as assessed by the Early Screening Inventory (McWayne et al., 2004). Further, several 
longitudinal studies have also found associations between children’s effort and later 
achievement (DiPerna et al., 2007; Li-Grining et al., 2010; McClelland et al., 2006). A 
longitudinal study by DiPerna et al. (2007) conducted with a large kindergarten cohort (n = 
6,905), revealed that children’s effort during kindergarten assessed by teacher ratings of 
children’s task persistence and attentiveness, predicted mathematic achievement in 3rd grade 
as assessed by standardised mathematics tests. Other studies have identified the utility of 
effort in predicting children’s academic achievement beyond cognitive abilities (Schaefer & 
McDermott, 1999; Yen et al., 2004). Schaefer and McDermott (1999), for instance, found 
that children’s lack of effort measured by teacher ratings of children’s behaviour, such as 
“gives up easily” and “is reluctant to attempt new tasks” (p. 303), explained teacher-assigned 
mathematics grades and standardised mathematics scores in the school-age population (n = 
1,100) after controlling for demographic factors and intelligence. Those findings, 
collectively, indicate the critical role of children’s effort in their academic success and the 
importance of developing this behaviour early on in children’s school trajectories.  
 
Predictors of effort toward challenge in school contexts 
Several studies have examined factors that may predict effort toward challenge in 
young children (Domínguez et al., 2010; Rimm-Kaufman et al., 2009; Rimm-Kaufman et al., 
2002; Rimm-Kaufman et al., 2005; Rimm-Kaufman et al., 2000). While particular factors are 
related to children’s characteristics, others are associated with the features of the classroom 
context. Research has shown the effect of some children’s characteristics in predicting their 
effort, such as behaviour adjustment (Domínguez et al., 2010) and self-regulation (Rimm-
 
 
95 
 
Kaufman et al., 2009). Using a sample of 97 kindergarten students, Rimm-Kaufman et al. 
(2002), for example, demonstrated that children with poor self-regulation (e.g., impulsive, 
lack of self-regulation skills and difficult to conform school setting) displayed less 
persistence toward challenging tasks at school. Another study conducted by Rimm-Kaufman 
et al. (2009), in turn, revealed that children (172 pre-schoolers) with better self-regulation 
were more likely to demonstrate task persistence than their less self-regulated counterparts.  
Other factors investigated as predictors for children’s effort are related to classroom 
characteristics. Classroom settings and teaching quality are some of the classroom 
characteristics that appear to predict children’s effort. Using observations of a kindergarten 
cohort (n = 250), Rimm-Kaufman et al. (2005) found that children were more likely to persist 
when teachers organised the classroom in small groups compared to a whole-class setting. 
The authors additionally found that children were more likely to persist during structured 
teacher-directed activities than during child-directed activities (seat work, centre time and 
free time). However, the study reported that teaching quality (the way teachers provided 
emotional and instructional support for learning) also moderated the association between 
classroom settings and children’s effort. Children in classrooms with high teaching quality 
were more likely to persist, regardless of the classroom arrangement. Those studies provide 
empirical evidence of classroom characteristics, particularly of teacher behaviour, may 
predict children’s effort in challenging school tasks. Overall, although some classroom-level 
predictors of children’s efforts have been identified, the contribution of specific educational 
materials, such as stories, remains under-researched.  
 
Stories as a tool for introducing effort toward challenge in schools 
Many studies have investigated the impact of stories on the promotion of language, 
particularly regarding vocabulary (e.g., Elley, 1989; Houston-Price et al., 2014; Justice et al., 
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2005; Ninio, 1983; Robbins & Ehri, 1994; Wilkinson & Houston-Price, 2013). For example, 
Houston-Price et al. (2014) showed that stories positively affected vocabulary development. 
A group of 75 four-year-olds and 70 six-year-olds were read two stories containing difficult 
words. These words were repeated three times within the stories; a definition accompanied 
each word when it was heard for the first time. The results showed that children better 
understood the difficult words when presented through stories compared to the words which 
were not presented in stories.  
Stories also have been found to be powerful in modifying children’s behaviour. 
Through stories, children acquire general knowledge about a range of life situations, 
including appropriate behaviours to deal with them (Bhavnagri & Samuels, 1996; Bouchard 
et al., 2013; Dockett et al., 2006; Shepherd & Koberstein, 1989; Tsunemi et al., 2014). For 
instance, Tsunemi et al. (2014) demonstrated the effect of stories in promoting perspective-
taking skills in children with autism. In this study, an experimental group of 16 
schoolchildren with autism were read eight stories by their parents at regular intervals. Each 
story consisted of three episodes with three characters, and all episodes described each 
character’s perspective (i.e., what he or she thought or felt) on the same situation. Compared 
to a control group, participants in the experimental group displayed higher perspective-taking 
skills as measured by perceptual, cognitive and social tasks. Another example of the impact 
of stories on children’s behaviour is demonstrated in Shepherd and Koberstein’s (1989) 
study. In a quasi-experimental design with six preschool children, the authors found a 
significant increase in the children’s sharing behaviour, assessed through observation before, 
and after, stories were read to them for four consecutive days. Those studies provide 
empirical support to the assumption that stories can impact upon children’s knowledge and 
behaviour.  
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Explanations of how stories can affect children’s behaviour are found in seminal 
theories of learning. According to Bandura’s social learning theory (1986), an individual can 
learn behaviours vicariously by observing others. As stories depict the experiences of certain 
characters, these characters may serve as models and lead readers to learn from them. 
Another explanation is provided by Mar and Oatley (2008), who argue that a story is a kind 
of simulation that provides abstraction and models of the human social world. According to 
them, readers can simulate the experiences illustrated in the stories through identification 
with the characters. Readers may learn from the simulated experiences and gain more 
information about the related thought, feeling and behaviour. This information can then be 
used to undertake the same behaviour when they face similar situations. Such explanations 
offer some insight into how stories may influence individuals’ behaviour.  
Having determined the importance of introducing effort toward challenge to school-
aged children, and given the evidence that shows stories as a source of learning for young 
children, it can be concluded that stories may have the potential to encourage effort toward 
challenge in young children. This claim calls, in the first instance, for an analysis of the 
structure and content of these stories to determine the extent to which effort-related themes 
are present, and what its nature is. 
 
The present study 
This study investigated the nature of effort-related themes in challenging situations 
contained in stories for young children in Indonesian classrooms. The questions guiding this 
study were as follows:  
(1) What kinds of effort are portrayed in the stories?  
(2) What goals and challenges lead to the effort depicted in the stories?  
 
 
98 
 
(3) What patterns of goal-challenge-effort are connected to successful and 
unsuccessful outcomes in the stories? 
(4) What kinds of effort, goals and challenges are depicted in stories with repeated 
unsuccessful outcomes?  
 
Materials and Methods 
Data sources 
Stories were obtained from electronic schoolbooks (Buku Sekolah Elektronik) used 
for the Indonesian language subject for Years 1 and 2 that are published online by the 
Indonesian Ministry of Education and Culture. These schoolbooks are recommended by the 
Indonesian government and are likely to be used by the majority of primary school teachers 
in the country. The schoolbooks were accessed through the official website of the Indonesian 
Ministry of Education and Culture under the KTSP curriculum for primary education 
(www.bse.kemdikbud.go.id).  
From these schoolbooks, 375 texts were available. The available texts used different 
genres, including narratives and expository texts. Texts were mostly written in lower case 
without any punctuation2. The Figure 4.1 presents an example of a translated text.  
 
 
 
 
Figure 4.1 Example of a translated text 
                                                
2 Sentences in most Indonesian schoolbooks for young children are written in lower case and without 
punctuation. However, some of the texts include spaces, bold, and italic font.  
 
school was on holiday on sunday 
i went to grandma’s house 
grandma had chickens 
grandma had a lot of chickens 
i fed grandma’s chickens 
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Analysis and reliability 
This study applied a three-layered approach to the analysis. First, it identified texts 
that could be regarded as “stories”; second, it identified stories that included a challenging 
situation; and third, it investigated the nature of effort-related themes that were depicted in 
these stories. As mentioned, different genres were present in the available texts. Some were 
narrative texts or stories (see example in Table 4.1), while others were expository (see 
example in Table 4.2). Mixed texts with a combination of exposition and narrative were also 
present in the schoolbooks. Given the purpose of this study, it was necessary to differentiate 
texts that were stories from those that were not. Furthermore, as challenge was not always 
present in the stories, identifying stories that presented challenging situations was also 
essential.  
The three layers of analysis mentioned above are described in the following sections, 
starting from the procedure developed to sample texts for subsequent analyses. In all layers, 
content analysis was employed. In addition to content analysis, structural analysis was also 
used in the third layer. Structural analysis is understood in this work as the analysis of the 
stories’ composition based on their complexity. 
 First layer of analysis. This analysis was based on research by Stein and Glenn 
(1979) and Mar (2004), on the constituents of a story and the distinction between narrative 
and expository texts. According to Stein and Glenn, a well-developed story generally has six 
constituents, although some may not be explicitly stated. These six constituents are setting, 
initial event, internal response, attempt, direct consequence and reaction.  
These constituents were applied to a sample of 30 randomly chosen texts as part of a 
preliminary analysis. Consistent with Stein and Glenn’s work (1979), the preliminary 
analysis showed that some constituents (initial event and internal response) were not 
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explicitly present in a number of texts. Despite of the missing constituents and in light of 
what is argued by Stein and Glenn (1979), it was still possible for readers to get the sense of a 
story. At the same time, the constituents direct consequence and reaction could be combined 
into one single unit called outcome. Therefore, in the present study, the following constituents 
were considered as minimum requirements for a text to qualify as a story: setting, attempt and 
outcome. Setting is defined as a statement in the text that provides information about the 
characters (e.g., name, gender, age, emotions, interests, goals, problems, abilities, habits or 
physical conditions) and story context (e.g., time, place and initial situation). Attempt is a 
statement in the text informing the reader of the characters’ responses to the situation 
described in the setting. It may include some passive responses, such as waiting or staying 
quiet. Last, outcome is a statement in the text telling the reader whether the main characters 
attained their goals and resolved their challenges. This information can be inferred from the 
main or other character’s feelings, thoughts or actions after the attempt.  
According to Mar (2004), a story or a narrative text is distinct from an expository text 
in the sense that the creation of an imaginary world is seen only in stories. However, Mar 
(2004) argues that some narrative texts can also include expository information as 
background to the story. In other words, a text can contain all the constituents of a story but 
vary in the amount of background exposition, including facts and general knowledge. 
Therefore, in this study text were categorised as stories if the expository component did not 
interfere with the sense of a story, and did not account for more than 20% of the total word 
count. Table 4.1 provides an example of a story, and Table 4.2 presents an expository text, 
respectively. 
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Table 4.1  
Example of a Story 
Text Coding3 
Koko Rooster4  
It was the first day at school. 
Koko was afraid. 
Koko was shy. 
At school, there were many other animals. 
There was Kici Rabbit. 
There was Runa Deer. 
There was Lili Mousedeer. 
 
Koko stayed silent. 
Lili approached Koko. 
Lili asked Koko to play. 
Koko played with Runa and Lili. 
There were some other friends. 
 
Koko liked school. 
Koko had many friends. 
Koko was not afraid anymore. 
Setting 
Character information 
 
    
Context information  
 
 
 
 
Attempts 
Responses to situation 
 
 
 
 
Outcome 
Event signaling   
consequences 
 
 
Exposition  
 
Koko Rooster: afraid, 
shy; Kici Rabbit; Runa 
Deer; Lili Mousedeer 
First day at school; 
many animals at school 
 
 
 
Koko stayed silent; Lili 
approached Koko; Lili 
asked Koko to play; 
Koko played with Runa 
and Lili. 
 
Koko liked at school; 
Koko had many friends 
and was not afraid 
anymore. 
 
-- 
 
 
  
                                               
3 The application of the coding used in the first layer analysis to distinguish a story from an expository text.    
4 The original version was written in lower case and without any punctuation. From now on, all translated 
texts/stories used in the present article use correct grammatical English structure.  
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Table 4.2  
Example of an Expository Text  
Text Coding 
The Development of the Wheel 
    
 
The wheel has been used for a long time. 
The wheel is very important. 
The wheel is used for a vehicle. 
It has a tyre. 
The tyre is filled with air. 
Setting  
Attempts 
Outcome 
Exposition  
-- 
-- 
-- 
All is exposition. 
 
 
Because the three essential constituents (setting, attempt and outcome) are related to 
the experiences of the main characters, it was first necessary to identify the main character. 
This was done using the following criteria: (1) its name could be stated in the title, (2) the 
main character is usually described more extensively or mentioned more often in the story 
than other characters, and (3) the main character is generally mentioned at the end of the 
story. 
To assess inter-judge agreement on story components (i.e., setting, attempt and 
outcome) two judges independently coded 66 randomly selected texts from 375 texts (18%). 
Intercoder agreement for each category was very good (Altman, 1990): KappaSetting = 0.80, 
KappaAttempt = 0.82, KappaOutcome = 0.83, KappaExposition = 1.00 respectively. Disagreements 
were resolved through discussions between the coders. From the 375 texts initially identified, 
165 were coded as stories and subjected to further analysis. 
Second layer of analysis. The purpose of this analysis was to select the stories that 
included a challenging situation (challenge) from the 165 stories retained after the first layer 
of analysis. Challenge was defined as a statement in the text about situations that blocked or 
prevented the main character from achieving his or her goal. This analysis was based on a 
study conducted by Guan et al. (2013) that found effort to be exerted when obstacles are 
 
 
103 
 
encountered. Some situations that lead to feelings of distress were also described as 
challenges (e.g., being sick, being trapped, losing something or facing poverty).  
To assess the reliability of this coding, two judges randomly coded 30 texts (18% of 
the 165). This proportion of texts was deemed appropriate, given the low-inference nature of 
this coding system. Coder agreement for this layer was very good (Kappa=0.90) (Altman, 
1990). Disagreements were resolved through discussions between the coders. After this 
analysis, 109 stories with challenge information were retained. 
Third layer of analysis. The final layer of analysis was used to categorise the content 
and the structure of the stories to answer the research questions. Content analysis was used to 
examine the nature of effort toward challenge, as depicted in the stories. As mentioned, 
structural analysis was used to differentiate the stories’ composition based on their 
complexity. 
Content analysis. In analysing the stories’ content, it was necessary to identify the 
character’s goals and challenge (the antecedents of effort), the type of effort exerted, and the 
outcome (the consequences of effort). For this purpose, each story was coded using four 
categories: goal, challenge, effort and outcome.  
Goal. To understand effort, it was necessary to identify the character’s goal and its 
relation to the effort exerted. According to Stein and Glenn (1979), goals are expressed as 
statements that refer to the desire or intentions of a character. Brookhart et al., (2006), in turn, 
argue that effort represents “action toward a goal” (p. 152), meaning that a goal provides 
direction for a course of action. Hence, a goal is expected to precede action or effort. In this 
study, two goal categories were identified: (1) blocked goal and (2) triggered goal. While the 
notion of blocked goal was derived from the literature (Guan et al., 2013), the notion of 
triggered goal was empirically driven from the data collected for this research. The 
categories were developed based on the position of the challenge relative to the goal. A 
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blocked goal was recognised when the challenge emerged after a goal was set (e.g., a 
dragonfly wanted to fly but it couldn’t because it only had one wing). Many stories, however, 
did not explicitly state the goal but the goal could be inferred. The goal was triggered by the 
challenge stated at the beginning of the story (e.g., a bird had been trapped, and it wanted to 
be free). 
Challenge. Challenge categories in this analysis were intended to identify the sources 
of the challenges represented in the stories. Initially, two categories were developed: (1) 
internal challenge and (2) external challenge. These categories were based on literature on 
stress resources (Ross, Niebling, & Heckert, 1999) which then was used to define the internal 
challenge category as a challenge that resides within the individual and the external 
challenges as a challenge imposed by another person or environment. In this study, external 
challenge was further divided into two categories: (a) external social challenge and (b) 
external non-social challenge to acknowledge the difference between interpersonal 
challenges (e.g., being mocked by a friend) and those generated by the physical environment 
(e.g., a natural disaster). 
Effort. Based on the extant literature (Brookhart ,1998; Natriello & Dill, 1986; Guan, 
et al., 2013; Trautwein, 2007), the present study conceptualised effort toward challenge as a 
directed behaviour exerted to resolve a difficult situation. Though persistence has also been 
recognised as a behavioural indicator of effort (Trautwein et al., 2009), in this case 
behavioural engagement or action directed to address the challenge was considered as a 
minimal requirement to determine the presence of effort because persistence may only 
emerge in situations where the character engages in repeated unsuccessful outcomes. Since 
effort can be understood as a personal and intrinsically driven action (Adamuti-Trache & 
Sweet, 2013; Brookhart, 1998; Cole et al., 2008) as well as an action that may involve other 
people through help-seeking behaviour (Newman, 2002), the locus of effort initiative (self vs 
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others) was a key feature in characterising effort in the selected stories. Two categories of 
effort were distinguished: (1) self-initiated individual effort and (2) self-initiated involving 
others effort. While the notion of those categories was theoretically driven, another category 
of effort (other-initiated effort category) was inductively derived. In many stories, efforts 
directed at resolving the main character’s challenge were initiated by others without any 
prompt or request by the main character. The last category (no effort) was also inductively 
derived from a few stories where no effort to resolve the main character’s challenge was 
present.  
Outcome. Outcome was defined a statement in the text addressing whether the main 
character succeeded or failed in attaining his or her goal (Stein & Glenn, 1979). Based on 
Stein and Glenn’s (1979) work, two categories were identified: successful and unsuccessful 
outcome. Because individuals can learn vicariously by observing the consequences of other 
people’s actions (Bandura, 1986), the outcome category was particularly important when 
making inferences about the potential lessons young students may learn from the stories used 
at school.  
A summary of each category is presented in Table 4.3. The distribution of these 
categories across the selected stories is discussed in the Results section. 
 
Table 4.3  
Category and Description of Each Category 
Category Description 
Goal 
   Blocked  
 
   Triggered 
 
Applied when the main character has a goal which is subsequently 
interfered or blocked by a challenge  
Applied when a goal emerges after the main character encounters a 
challenge 
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Category Description 
 
Challenge 
   Internal  
 
  
   External  
       Social  
   
       Non Social  
 
 
Applied when a challenge resides within the main character, such as 
physical limitations, negative thoughts or lack of resources or abilities 
 
 
Applied when a challenge is imposed by other characters, such as 
aggression, rivalry or conflict 
Applied when a challenge is caused by external causes that do not 
involve the intentions or actions of others (e.g., a flat tyre or a broken 
traffic light). Non-social challenges also include challenges caused by 
nature (e.g., a flood or a fire) 
 
Effort 
   Self-initiated Individual  
 
   
   Self-initiated Involving 
Other  
   
   
    Other-initiated  
 
   
    No effort 
 
 
Applied when the main character initiates and completes the effort 
without involving other characters 
 
Applied when the main character initiates the effort by involving 
other characters to help him or her resolve the challenge, such as 
asking for help or advice or using resources that belong to others 
 
Applied when another character initiates the effort, such as offering 
help or advice 
 
Applied when the main character may give in to the wishes or goals 
of others 
 
Outcome 
    Success 
  
    Unsuccessful 
 
 
Applied when the main character achieves what he or she wanted 
 
Applied when the main character does not achieve what he or she 
wanted 
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Structural analysis. This analysis aimed to identify simple vs complex stories 
regarding their structure or composition. A story was identified as simple when it comprised 
one unit of analysis in each category (e.g., one goal, one challenge, one demonstration of 
effort and one outcome). In contrast, complex stories had more than one unit of analysis in 
any possible category. This structural analysis was important in identifying persistence since 
this behaviour could only be seen in a complex story, particularly a story with repeated 
unsuccessful outcomes following the first evidence of effort. From the 109 stories retained 
from the second layer of analysis, 89 (82%) were considered simple stories and 20 (18%) 
complex. 
To assess the reliability of the third layer of content analysis, two coders categorised 
19 randomly selected stories out of 89 simple stories (21%). The interrater reliability was as 
follows: KappaGoal = 0.79, KappaChallenge = 0.71, KappaEffort = 0.92, KappaOutcome = 1.00. 
Disagreements were resolved through discussions between the coders. The lower levels of 
agreement in the goal and the challenge categories compared to other categories were due to 
the higher degree of inference involved in their identification. As the stories tended to be 
short, and did not always provide adequate details regarding the main characters, it was more 
difficult to make inferences in those categories.  
 
Results  
The results section addresses the simple stories first (n = 89), followed by an analysis 
of the complex stories (n = 20). 
What kinds of effort are portrayed in the stories? 
All three types of effort were present in the simple stories. As can be seen in the last 
line of Table 4.4, effort was mostly presented as effort that was not initiated by the main 
character (n = 34; 38%), followed by effort initiated and completed individually by the main 
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character (n = 26; 29%) and self-initiated effort that involved others (n = 22; 25%). Only 
seven stories (8%) showed no effort. Simple stories, therefore, show that when considering 
the involvement of others (either prompted or unprompted by the main character), these 
categories accounted for 63% of the stories, in contrast to the 29% of stories where 
challenges were resolved independently by the main character. 
 
What kinds of goals and challenges lead to the effort depicted in the stories? 
Goals and challenges are important elements in stories that provide information about 
why the characters engage in effortful action. As shown in the right-hand column of Table 
4.4, both types of goal were present in the simple stories, with triggered goal (n = 51; 57%) 
being slightly more prevalent than a blocked goal (n = 38; 43%). Though other-initiated 
effort was slightly more prominent in stories with a triggered goal, other types of effort were 
also depicted in stories with both types of goals.  
Table 4.4  
Goal and Type of Effort 
 Type of effort Total 
 Self-Initiated 
Individual 
Self-initiated 
Involving Other 
Other-initiated None n 
Triggered Goal 
Blocked Goal 
14 (16%) 
12 (13%) 
13 (15%) 
 9 (10%) 
24 (27%) 
10 (11%) 
0 
7 (8%) 
51 (57%) 
38 (43%) 
Total 26 (29%) 22 (25%) 34 (38%) 7 (8%) 89 (100%) 
 
Challenge (see Table 4.5) was mostly portrayed as emerging from internal attributes 
of the main character (n = 40; 45%), followed by challenges that were imposed by other 
characters (n = 39; 44%). Only ten stories (11%) depicted challenges from other external 
sources. Other-initiated effort appeared more often in stories with internal challenges, while 
self-initiated individual effort was more prevalent in stories with external challenges. 
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Table 4.5  
Challenge and Type of Effort  
 Type of effort Total 
 Self-Initiated 
Individual 
Self-initiated 
Involving Other 
Other-
initiated 
None n 
Internal Challenge 
External  
  Social Challenge 
  Non Social Challenge 
6 (7%) 
 
18 (20%) 
2 (2%) 
11 (12%) 
 
7 (8%) 
4 (4%) 
22 (25%) 
 
8 (9%) 
4 (4%) 
1 (1%) 
 
6 (7%) 
0 
40 (45%) 
 
39 (44%) 
10 (11%) 
 
Overall, all types of effort were evident in the goal and challenge categories. From a 
methodological perspective, the results of this numerical analysis show that all categories 
were found in the data, which served to validate the conceptual distinctions developed in the 
coding scheme.  
 
What patterns of goal-challenge-effort are connected to successful and unsuccessful 
outcomes?  
Pattern in successful outcome stories. Seventy-five stories (84%) from 89 simple 
stories had a successful outcome. These successful outcome stories revealed some dominant 
patterns of goal, challenge and effort. Table 4.6 shows the distribution of patterns in the 
stories. 
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Table 4.6  
Patterns in Simple Successful Outcome Stories 
 Goal Challenge Effort n % 
 Dominant patterns 
    Triggered  Internal Other-initiated  15 20 
    Triggered  External Social Self-initiated Individual  8 11 
    Triggered  Internal Self-initiated Involving Other  7 9 
    Triggered  External Social Other-initiated  7 9 
    Blocked Internal Other-initiated  7 9 
 Less dominant patterns 
    Blocked External Social Self-initiated Individual 5 7 
    Triggered  External Social Self-initiated Involving Other  4 5 
    Blocked Internal Self-initiated Individual 4 5 
    Blocked Internal Self-initiated Involving Other  4 5 
    Triggered  External Non Social Self-initiated Individual 2 3 
    Triggered  External Non Social Other-initiated  2 3 
    Blocked External Social Self-initiated Involving Other  2 3 
    Blocked External Non Social Self-initiated Involving Other 2 3 
    Blocked External Non Social Other-initiated  2 3 
    Triggered Internal Self-Initiated Individual 1 1 
    Triggered External Non Social Self-initiated Involving Other 1 1 
    Blocked External Social Other-initiated 1 1 
    Blocked External Social No  1 1 
   Total in effort category 
   Self-initiated Individual  
   Self-initiated Involving Other  
   Other-initiated  
   No  
 
20 
20 
34 
1 
 
27 
27 
45 
1 
 Total  75 100 
     
There were five dominant patterns in the simple success stories. The most prevalent 
pattern was Internal Challenge – Triggered Goal – Other-initiated Effort – Success, which 
accounted for 15 successful stories (20%). A typical story in this pattern used the following 
plot: the main character falls ill, and other characters notice its condition. These characters 
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respond to the situation by caring for the protagonist. No initiative by the main character is 
evident in these stories. See below an example of a story with such a pattern. 
Example 1: Story no. 338 (Tooth ache): Dita could not sleep. Her tooth was hurting. 
Her cheek was swollen. Mother took her to the hospital. The doctor gave her 
medicine. The doctor advised her to brush her teeth. Dita did not want to get tooth 
ache anymore. She would brush her teeth after eating. 
 
Though it is possible to infer that, as a result of her experience, the main character (Dita) in 
Example 1 will eventually engage in the effort of brushing her teeth, the response to the 
immediate challenge (tooth ache) is exerted by the mother. So as to reduce the level of 
inference in coding decisions, the coding scheme was strictly based on the explicit text. 
The second prevalent pattern of effort was found in eight stories (11%). That pattern 
involved External Social Challenge – Triggered Goal –Self-initiated Individual Effort – 
Success. A typical story in this pattern began with the actions of a secondary character 
making the main character unhappy, followed by a description of how the main character 
tried to resolve the challenge by him or herself. In the end, the main character successfully 
resolves the challenge. Here is an example of a story with this second pattern. 
Example 2: Story no. 47 (No title): Wolf stole Rabbit’s carrot. Rabbit looked for the 
carrot. Rabbit found the carrot. Wolf asked forgiveness. Rabbit forgave Wolf.  
In Example 2, Rabbit resolved the challenge caused by Wolf without involving any other 
character. 
The next pattern of effort, portrayed in seven stories (9%), was Internal Challenge – 
Triggered Goal – Self-initiated Involving other Effort – Success. A typical story in this 
pattern resembles the pattern in Example 1, regarding the type of internal challenge. Initially, 
the main character gets sick and then takes the initiative to tell the other characters of his or 
her situation. Next, these other characters respond to the situation. Eventually, the challenge 
is resolved. An example of this third pattern is presented below. 
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Example 3: Story no. 147 (My Dear Tooth My Poor Tooth): Janua never brushed his 
teeth at night. One day, he came to his mother and cried. Mother asked him why. 
Janua told her that his tooth was hurting. Mother took him to the dentist. The dentist 
pulled his tooth. Janua promised to brush his teeth every night. 
Though the stories presented in Examples 1 and 3 involve the same internal challenge (tooth 
ache), in the latter case, it is the main character (Janua) who approaches his mother to resolve 
the situation instead of waiting or letting his mother respond to the challenge. Examples such 
as these suggest some level of agency on the part of the main character, particularly help-
seeking. 
Seven stories (9%) showed the pattern of Blocked Goal – Internal Challenge – Other-
initiated Effort – Success. A typical plot of such stories began with a description of the main 
character’s goal and the difficulties in attaining what he or she wants. Although the main 
character does not show any initiative to resolve the problem, he or she still gets what he or 
she wanted through the help of others. See the example below. 
Example 4: Story no. 341 (Helping Doni): Doni had math homework. He had 
difficulty in completing it. Nina helped him. Nina taught her brother. Finally, he knew 
how to do the homework. He was happy. 
As indicated previously, the coding decisions were strictly based on the explicit content of 
the stories. Therefore, the type of effort in Example 4 was other-initiated effort since the 
appearance of Nina’s action was not preceded by Doni’s action, although the fact that Doni 
“had difficulty” with his homework might imply some level of individual effort. 
The last pattern was observed in seven stories (9%): External Social Challenge – 
Triggered Goal – Other-initiated Effort – Success. A typical story following this pattern 
began with an event showing how the main character felt unhappy because of what other 
characters have done to him/her. Then, without any initiative from the main character, 
another character helps. At last, the challenge is resolved. In Example 5, other-initiated effort 
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is exerted by the ants, as Turtle was shocked after the initial event. This last pattern is 
represented in the story below. 
Example 5: Story no. 132 (Turtle and Ant): One day, Rhinoceros threw Turtle out. 
Turtle was shocked. Ants helped Turtle. Ants bit Rhinoceros. Rhinoceros fell down. 
Turtle was happy.  
To summarise, five dominant patterns were found in stories with successful outcomes 
and, together, represented 58% (44 of 75 stories with a successful outcome). Only 5% (4 of 
75) stories displayed no clear pattern. An important point from this analysis is that although 
all three types of effort were present, other-initiated effort was the most prevalent in the 
stories with successful outcomes. Moreover, when taking into account the involvement of 
other characters at the request of the main character, the aggregate number of stories 
involving others in the challenge’s resolution accounted for 72% of the stories with a 
successful outcome.  
 
Patterns in unsuccessful outcome stories. Although most of the simple stories 
depicted positive outcomes (n = 75; 84%), 14 stories (16%) led to an unsuccessful outcome. 
In contrast to a successful ending, which may suggest that a character is engaging in a 
positive course of action, an unsuccessful ending might implicitly warn the reader to be 
cautious about imitating the main character’s behaviours or actions. Among the stories with 
unsuccessful outcome, only one dominant pattern was found. See Table 4.7 for the 
distribution of patterns that were presented in these stories. 
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Table 4.7  
Patterns in Unsuccessful Outcome Stories 
 Goal Challenge Effort n % 
 Blocked External Social No  5 36 
 Triggered  External Social Self-initiated Individual  3 22 
 Blocked External Social Self-initiated Individual  2 14 
 Blocked 
Blocked 
Blocked 
Triggered 
 Total 
Internal 
Internal 
External Social 
External Non Social 
Self-initiated Individual 
No 
Self-initiated Involving Other  
Self-initiated Involving Other 
1 
1 
1 
1 
14 
7 
7 
7 
7 
100 
 
Table 4.7 shows that the pattern of effort most frequently portrayed in the stories with 
an unsuccessful outcome was: Blocked Goal – External Social Challenge – No Effort – 
Unsuccessful (36%). Stories representative of this pattern started with a goal that the main 
character wanted to achieve, followed by a challenge created by another character. The 
challenge presented in such stories was generally the presence of conflicting goals between 
the main character and the other character. Instead of pursuing his or her wish, the main 
character in these stories gave in to the desires of others. Here is the example of a story with 
this pattern. 
Example 6: Story no. 272 (Confused to Choose): Putri wanted to join the baseball 
competition, but her teacher asked her to join in the piano contest. Putri felt doubt. 
The teacher decided Putri would join the piano contest. Finally, Putri agreed to join 
the piano contest. 
Based on the data (see Table 4.7), only self-initiated individual effort, self-initiated 
involving other effort and no effort emerged in the stories with an unsuccessful outcome. It 
was interesting to see that while no other-initiated effort was identified in these stories, 
another six stories (43%) included self-initiated individual effort, with this type of effort 
being the most prominent across all stories with unsuccessful outcomes.  
 
 
115 
 
Overall, two critical findings emerge from the analysis of the stories’ outcomes: (1) 
other-initiated effort was the most prominent type of effort emerging in the stories with 
successful items, and (2) stories with unsuccessful outcomes were characterised by the 
absence of other-initiated effort and the predominance of self-initiated individual effort. 
These results highlight the importance of others in the achievement of successful outcomes 
and provide little encouragement for individual agency, given its association with 
unsuccessful outcomes.  
From a vicarious learning perspective (Bandura, 1986), the outcomes of the stories 
(both successful and unsuccessful) provide valuable information to the readers about 
desirable or less desirable patterns of behaviours. Therefore, when such stories are presented 
in class, a successful ending may implicitly signal to children that they should imitate the 
behaviour of the characters, while the opposite would be the case for unsuccessful stories. 
Since these texts are recommended by the Indonesia Ministry of Education and Culture, one 
may conclude that what characters are doing or not doing in the stories can serve as potential 
models for children.  
 
What kinds of effort, goals and challenges are depicted in the stories with repeated 
unsuccessful outcomes? 
The analysis of stories with repeated unsuccessful outcomes, allowed the 
investigation of persistence as a potential theme. Of 20 complex stories, seven (6%) showed 
an unsuccessful outcome or failure resulting from the first attempt, six stories involving self-
initiated individual effort in the first attempt and one story showing no effort. However, after 
the first failure, a shift in effort type was evidenced in all six stories with changes toward 
other-initiated effort (3 stories) or self-initiated involving others (3 stories). Another 
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important finding is that only stories that depicted other-initiated effort in the last attempt 
eventually had a successful outcome. See below an example of a story showing persistence. 
Example 7 (with coding categories): Story no. 246 (A Friend for Porcupine): 
Porcupine felt lonely. Porcupine wanted a friend. Porcupine asked Squirrel to be 
Porcupine’s friend [self-initiated Individual Effort-IE]. Squirrel said no 
[Unsuccessful outcome-U]. Porcupine asked Fox [IE]. Fox said no [U]. Porcupine 
asked Rabbit [IE]. Rabbit said no [U]. Porcupine was sad. Porcupine met Turtle. 
Turtle asked Porcupine why Porcupine looked sad. Porcupine told Turtle that nobody 
wanted to be Porcupine’s friend. Turtle told Porcupine that Turtle wanted to be 
Porcupine’s friend [other-initiated effort]. Porcupine was happy [successful 
outcome]. 
In this story, although Porcupine showed some level of effort by telling Turtle about 
her situation, she did not adopt her previous strategy by asking Turtle to be her friend. Turtle 
took the initiative to approach Porcupine.  
It is interesting to note that nearly all the stories with repeated unsuccessful outcomes 
featured unsuccessful self-initiated individual effort in the first attempt. Given that 
experiences of repeated failure are common in school contexts, how the main characters deal 
with such challenges becomes significant beyond the stories themselves. As suggested by 
Bandura (1997), there is an association between failure and self-efficacy. Hence, it is likely 
that stories with repeated unsuccessful outcomes offer information to children that may result 
in lower self-efficacy and in return, reduce the individual’s initiative in exerting effort.  
The most surprising issue emerging from this analysis is that none of the stories 
depicted self-initiated individual effort after an unsuccessful outcome. This finding suggests 
that these stories provide no examples of persistence. It is also striking that all the repeated 
unsuccessful outcomes stories with a successful outcome featured other-initiated effort. As in 
the simple stories, this finding highlights the role of other people when one must deal with a 
challenge.  
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Overall, three important points emerge from the analysis of stories with repeated 
unsuccessful outcomes: (1) only a small number of stories featured repeated unsuccessful 
outcomes that could potentially provide examples of persistence from the main characters’ 
perspectives, (2) most of the stories involved a shift in the type of effort exerted after the first 
unsuccessful outcome, and (3) none of the stories depicted series of repeated self-initiated 
individual effort leading to a successful outcome.  
 
Discussion 
The purpose of the present study was to examine the nature of effort toward challenge 
depicted in stories recommended for Indonesian children during the first years of schooling. 
Using a combination of content and structural analyses, the study identified different types of 
effort exerted by the story characters, the goals and challenges they faced, the patterns of 
goal-challenge-effort that were connected to successful and unsuccessful outcomes in the 
stories, and the kinds of goals, challenges and effort depicted in stories with repeated 
unsuccessful outcomes.  
This discussion first discusses the study’s findings in relation to the literature, with a 
focus on school-based expectations about children’s adaptive approaches to challenges. The 
discussion then relates the results to prominent Indonesian values that underpin how people 
in Indonesia tend to behave when facing difficult situations. By linking the findings to 
Indonesian values, the present study provides a contextually relevant interpretation of the 
findings, offers an alternative explanation and raises some questions that should be 
researched further. One could argue that interpretations based on the general literature may 
only apply to the settings where the research has taken place, thus offering limited 
contextually relevant and ecologically valid explanations for other settings. By using both, 
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the general literature and a contextually sensitive interpretation of the results, the discussion 
aims to provide a wider and more nuanced perspective on the findings and their implications. 
 
Your effort: Giving up, nrimo or caring? 
As previously argued, the relation between children’s effort toward challenging 
academic situations at school and academic success is well established in the general 
literature (e.g., DiPerna et al., 2007; Li-Grining et al., 2010; McClelland et al., 2006; 
McWayne et al., 2004; Schaefer & McDermott, 1999; Yen et al., 2004). The studies 
mentioned above suggest that children who initiate and maintain effort in the face of 
challenging tasks are more likely than others to be successful at school. Such self-initiated 
individual effort is likely to be aligned to expectations of teacher’s and school staff (Rimm-
Kaufman et al., 2000). Hence, when children self-initiate effort toward challenging academic 
tasks, they demonstrate the level of independence that is expected in the school context. The 
Indonesian curriculum for early education states that children are expected to show 
independent behaviour (Kementrian Pendidikan dan Kebudayaan Republik Indonesia, 2015, 
p.1). The curriculum also states that independent behaviour means taking initiative and 
making decisions (e.g., where to play at school), and performing activities at school without 
help or with only minimal help (such as eating, brushing teeth, or tidying up toys).  
Notwithstanding what is represented in the Indonesian curriculum about 
independence, indicators from the present study show that this expectation is not highly 
promoted in the stories recommended in Indonesia for the early years of schooling. The 
systematic analysis of simple stories revealed that 63% of stories depicted involvement of 
others (either with or without prompting by the main characters). Also, the most predominant 
effort depicted in simple stories was other-initiated effort (38%). In these stories, effort was 
initiated by other characters but not by the main characters. To engage in independent 
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behaviour, children need to be able to initiate action by themselves. The findings, therefore, 
suggest that the lack of self-initiated individual effort depicted in these stories may be at odds 
with the expectation of independence as it appears in the Indonesian curriculum.  
The importance given to other-initiated, rather than self-initiated individual effort, in 
the stories analysed in this study can be interpreted through Bandura’s theory of self-efficacy 
(1997). According to Bandura, and demonstrated empirically in the existing literature 
(Schunk, 1982; Zimmerman & Ringle, 1981), individuals will exert effort when they feel 
efficacious. Therefore, the lack of self-initiated individual effort shown by the main 
characters may be interpreted as lack of self-efficacy when approaching a challenge. It could 
be argued that if the main characters do not believe that they can resolve the challenge, they 
will not invest any effort in resolving it. From this perspective, the main characters’ 
behaviour could be interpreted as giving up even before trying. As some studies have 
demonstrated, stories can be powerful tools in modifying children’s behaviour (Shepherd & 
Koberstein, 1989; Tsunemi et al., 2014). It is, therefore, reasonable to assume that when 
children read or listen to such stories, they may interpret not making an attempt and giving up 
easily in the face of difficulty as acceptable.  
A different conclusion emerges when interpreting the results of this study from a 
contextually sensitive perspective that takes local values and beliefs into account. Nrimo is a 
common value in Indonesia that applies to individuals facing difficult situations. Nrimo 
means to “accept the will of God” (Arifin & Dale, 2005, p. 220) or “accepting fate willingly” 
(Mia & Winata, 2007, p. 87). According to nrimo, any bad (negative) or good (positive) 
situations that individuals encounter represent God’s will and ought to be accepted. People 
are expected to accept God’s will without trying to change the situation they are confronting, 
even if this means hardship. Though not within the field of education, the following study is a 
good example of how people in Indonesia have incorporated this value into their systems of 
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belief and behaviour. In a study of the housing needs of migrant industrial working women in 
Indonesia, Arifin and Dale (2005), found that a strong attitude of nrimo influenced women’s 
decisions not to save money to buy a house. The authors quoted one of the participants saying 
that she did not want to struggle to own a house because she had to live with her nrimo (fate). 
Similarly, another participant stated she had been predestined to belong to small (poor) 
people. Therefore, she had to act according to nrimo and, as a consequence, never thought of 
having a house.  
From this perspective, the lack of evidence of self-initiated individual effort in the 
stories analysed in this study suggests that when characters do nothing to modify their 
circumstances and let others assist, they may be acting according to nrimo. The challenge (the 
bad luck) encountered by the main characters is accepted as it is and no effort is made to 
address it.  
An alternative perspective on the stories’ content emerges if the focus is on the 
character that provides assistance or helps in the face of the challenge. The predominance of 
other-initiated effort in the findings highlights the essential caring role that people are 
expected to play in Indonesia when someone is confronted with a difficult situation. Focusing 
on the helpers, therefore, suggests a different message from the stories, highlighting that the 
nrimo value demonstrated by the main characters may, in fact, enable the adoption of 
altruistic or caring behaviour by other characters. By shifting the focus to the characters who 
offer help, these stories provide valuable examples of caring values that are also expected in 
the Indonesian curriculum. Caring is a core competence that children are expected to develop 
throughout all years of schooling (Kementrian Pendidikan dan Kebudayaan Republik 
Indonesia, 2017; Indonesian Government Regulation No 21/2016). It is also an attribute 
encouraged in the CER (Character Education Reinforcement) program. The CER program is 
a national program that aims to build and strengthen certain attributes considered as critical 
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characteristics of Indonesian young generation for students in the primary and secondary. 
Hence, the extent to which the presence of predominantly other-initiated effort in the stories 
as a vehicle to promote caring behaviour is not surprising. 
A striking finding of the present study was that all stories with other-initiated effort 
had a successful outcome. As some behaviours are learnt vicariously through observation of 
antecedents and consequences (Bandura, 1986), it is plausible that, through these successful 
outcome stories, children might learn the importance of helping others in need.  
Further support for this proposition was found in the analysis of stories with 
unsuccessful outcomes. In contrast to the stories with a successful outcome, the most 
prevalent effort (43%) depicted in the stories with an unsuccessful outcome was a self-
initiated individual effort. While it should be kept in mind that 29% of stories with self-
initiated individual effort depicted a successful outcome, the presence of unsuccessful 
outcomes associated with this type of effort may suggest to children that self-initiated 
individual effort does not necessarily lead to success. This suggestion could support the 
finding of the Values of Children (VOC) study (Kǎĝitçibaşi, 1984). The VOC study aimed to 
identify the perceived value of having children in nine countries (Indonesia, Korea, 
Philippines, Thailand, Singapore, China, Turkey, Germany and the United States). By 
interviewing 20,403 married adults, the study found that the most desirable attribute of 
children reported by Indonesian parents was “to obey parents”, and the least was “to be 
independent and self-reliant” (p. 150). These two attributes were part of a closed-end 
question in the VOC study that was considered relevant to autonomy. Meanwhile, the VOC 
study also found that “to be a good person” was the second characteristic of children 
considered most desirable by Indonesian parents. Hence, although conducted over 30 years 
ago, the children’s qualities expected in Indonesia, as found in Kǎĝitçibaşi’s work (1984), 
seem to confirm the implicit discouragement of self-reliance and autonomy observed in the 
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stories analysed in the present study. Remarkably, Kǎĝitçibaşi’s study also confirmed the 
encouragement of caring behaviour as depicted in these stories.  
Overall, the findings from the simple stories indicate that stories presented to 
Indonesian children tend to support the caring behaviour that is also expected in the 
curriculum, while implicitly discouraging individual autonomy when resolving challenges. 
 
Minimal persistence: the role of other people and nrimo value in repeated unsuccessful 
outcomes 
Associations between persistence in response to school-based challenges and 
academic outcomes are well documented in the educational literature (e.g., DiPerna et al., 
2007; Li-Grining et al., 2010). Surprisingly, only 6% of the stories (7 of 109) in this study 
featured a pattern of failure that called for persistence on the part of the main character. A 
story that provides ample instances of unsuccessful outcomes before success allows 
persistence to be highlighted as a theme.  
In this study, none of the stories with repeated unsuccessful outcomes depicted 
persistence, understood as a series of repeated self-initiated individual effort toward success. 
When looking at the seven stories in question, none of them depicted continuing self-initiated 
individual effort after experiencing an initial unsuccessful outcome that, in turn, ended in a 
successful outcome. The small number of stories with repeated unsuccessful outcomes 
available for children, and the absence of individual persistence in these stories, calls for 
follow-up research examining whether and how persistence is promoted in Indonesian 
classrooms. Linked to the literature showing the positive impact of modelling children’s 
persistence (Schunk, 1982; Zimmerman & Blotner, 1979; Zimmerman & Ringle, 1981), it 
can be suggested that, as presented now, the stories recommended for young children in 
Indonesia miss an opportunity to model and encourage persistence in the face of challenge. 
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It is also noteworthy that six of the seven stories with repeated unsuccessful outcomes 
revealed a change in the type of effort after the first unsuccessful outcome; specifically, a 
change to a type of effort that featured others. As the number of these stories was very small, 
these findings should be interpreted cautiously. A possible interpretation of these findings is 
that they may reflect the role of failure in reducing self-efficacy. As success strengthens one’s 
belief in one’s capacity and failure undermines it (Bandura, 1997), individuals who encounter 
failure are likely to reappraise their capacity. They may experience self-doubt, which might 
decrease their self-efficacy and in turn, their self-initiative. When the challenge still exists, 
these individuals may feel less efficacious and do not try to initiate any attempt. This 
particular finding may also be interpreted as an example of helplessness (e.g., Dweck & 
Wortman, 1982; Ziegert et al., 2001). 
However, looking further into the type of effort leading to the second attempt and the 
outcome following the attempt, it was found that only stories that depicted other-initiated 
effort had a successful outcome. Although the number is extremely small (n = 3), it is 
important to note that this finding is in line with what was found in the simple stories. In 
these stories, the main characters experienced a successful outcome through an effort initiated 
by other characters, rather than their own. Similar to the interpretations of the simple stories, 
this finding stresses the significance of other people in resolving any individual challenge, 
even in those that involve repeated unsuccessful outcomes. This interpretation raises the 
question of how an individual may respond to challenging situations where the involvement 
of other people is not allowed, such as test-taking situations or when individuals need to build 
skills on their own, for example, like swimming or playing the guitar. Children commonly 
experience these challenging situations at schools as they perform in individual exams and 
develop school-related skills by themselves, such as handwriting and spelling.  
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Given evidence showing that persistence promotes children’s academic achievement 
(DiPerna et al., 2007; Li-Grining et al., 2010), it becomes critical to examine the reasons for 
the absence of individual persistence in Indonesian stories for young children. One may 
speculate that this outcome is linked to predominant values in Indonesian society. A related 
study by Li (2004) comparing the learning beliefs of US and Chinese pre-schoolers found 
that cultural beliefs may play a role in children’s perception of a learner’s qualities, including 
persistence. Because acting according to nrimo is commonly demonstrated by people in 
Indonesia when they encounter difficult situations, such as in post disaster situations 
(Rengganis, 2014; Subandi, Achmad, Kurniati, & Febri, 2014), it is reasonable to assume that 
the absence of individual persistence in the repeated unsuccessful outcome stories may serve 
as examples of this value. Unsuccessful outcome or failure could be understood as an 
indication of God’s will, with individuals being expected to accept their fate. However, 
according to Zaumseil and Prawitasari-Hadiyono (2015), while this interpretation may 
portray a view of individuals as powerless from a Western perspective, the nrimo value has a 
“general positive outlook” in Indonesia (p. 147) since acting according to nrimo may imply 
controlling one’s negative emotions. Zaumseil & Prawitasari-Hadiyono (2015) argue that 
when individuals act according to the nrimo value, they accept their “own powerlessness” (p. 
147) and in return gain serenity, strength and inner peace in the face of a difficult situation. 
With this positive outlook on the nrimo value, it could be argued that the minimal persistence 
depicted in repeated failure stories may be an implicit promotion of nrimo. An alternative 
explanation is that, much like the interpretation in the simple stories, the nrimo value may 
enable other people to demonstrate caring behaviour.  
In summary, the findings in the repeated unsuccessful outcome stories raise questions 
about whether, and how, persistence is promoted in Indonesian classrooms. The findings also 
confirm what was found in the simple stories, providing further support for a contextually 
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sensitive interpretation that highlights the nrimo value and caring as outlooks and behaviours 
valued in Indonesia.  
 
Closing 
The present study has addressed the first research aim, investigating the nature of 
effort toward challenge depicted in stories for young children in Indonesian schools. In doing 
so, the present study has provided evidence of the limited prevalence of stories available to 
teachers that introduce effort toward challenge to children in the classroom. This study also 
has offered interpretations of the potential of stories in introducing different themes which 
align with Indonesian society’s expectations. However, teachers may or may not 
acknowledge this potential when they present those stories to children.  
The next chapter presents Study 2, which aimed at investigating teachers’ talk about 
effort-related themes toward challenging situations. The focus was on the role of teachers in 
introducing or building upon effort toward challenge for young children through stories 
presented in the classroom.  
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CHAPTER FIVE 
STUDY 2 
 
‘Where is the effort?’: A comparison of four Indonesian teachers’ talk about effort-
related themes in children’s stories 
 
Abstract 
This Indonesian study aimed to examine the extent to which and how teachers 
acknowledge effort-related themes in stories presented to young children in their classes. 
Four teachers were video-recorded as they presented two stories (selected from curriculum 
support materials) that featured effort-related themes in challenging situations. Video footage 
of the eight reading sessions (84 minutes in total) was analysed qualitatively, with a focus on 
effort-related themes and other learning messages conveyed by educators. The results 
revealed important differences in the four teachers’ talk as they presented the stories. Only 
one teacher created clear opportunities for children to learn about the importance of exerting 
effort in the face of challenging situations. Most teachers created opportunities for young 
children to learn from other themes commonly emphasised in the Indonesian society, such as 
friendship and helping others. Overall, most of the teachers displayed awareness of stories’ 
potential in promoting themes that align with cultural expectations, but effort-related themes 
were not among the most important ones. These findings point to the need for further 
examination of how cultural and curricular expectations may play a role in teachers’ talk 
when building upon messages from stories 
 
Keywords: effort, teachers’ talk, primary education, Indonesia, stories, challenge 
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Introduction 
It is well established that children’s effort toward challenging tasks (e.g. persisting at 
work and engaging in the task) predicts their success in school (e.g. Diperna et al., 2007; 
McWayne et al., 2004; Li-Grining et al., 2010; Schaefer & McDermott, 1999; Yen et al., 
2004). For example, in a large sample of kindergarteners (n = 10,666 from kindergarten, 1st, 
3rd and 5th grade), a longitudinal study by Li-Grining et al. (2010) found that children’s effort, 
as assessed by teacher ratings of task persistence and attentiveness in the kindergarten 
classroom, predicted reading and mathematics improvement in third and fifth grades as 
assessed by a reading and mathematics assessment developed by the U.S. Department of 
Education. Several studies have also examined associations between what teachers do in the 
classrooms and children’s effort in completing school tasks (Dominguez et al., 2010; Rimm-
Kaufman et al., 2005). A study conducted by Dominguez et al. (2010), for instance, examined 
associations between children’s effort and classroom quality. In that study, preschool 
children’s persistence (n = 275) and the level of classroom organisation (teacher’s behaviour 
management and provision in facilitating children’s learning) were observed. The results 
showed that children’s persistence was positively associated with classroom organisation. A 
study by Dominguez et al. (2010) suggests that teachers play a role in organising classroom 
activities so they can promote children’s effort. However, the role of teachers in fostering 
children’s effort toward challenge using educational materials, such as stories, is less known. 
The potential of stories in modifying children’s behaviour, such as sharing behaviour 
(Berg-Cross & Berg-Cross, 1978; Bhavnagri & Samuels, 1996; Shepherd & Koberstein, 
1989) or social perspective-taking (Tsunemi et al., 2014) has been documented, and the role 
of teachers in promoting children’s comprehension of stories is critical (Brabham & Lynch-
Brown, 2002; Dickinson & Smith, 1994). The way teachers engage children in conversations 
about stories, for example, affects children’s understanding of the stories (Dickinson & 
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Smith, 1994). Given the importance of promoting children’s effort in challenging tasks, the 
potential of stories and the critical role of teachers in utilising the stories, it is important to 
examine the extent to which teachers refer to effort-related themes or other themes in stories 
and how they create opportunities for children to understand these themes.  
It is assumed that teachers in Indonesian schools would refer to themes that they 
consider important for their students, such as those that are aligned with the characteristics or 
attributes specified in the Character Education Reinforcement (CER) programme. The CER 
programme is an Indonesian national programme aimed at building and strengthening 
nationally-valued attributes of students in primary and secondary schooling. Hard work and 
persistence are among the characteristics encouraged in the CER programme under the 
Independence attribute. Given the characters of the CER programme, it is reasonable to 
assume that teachers may recognise the need for children to learn about the importance of 
exerting effort in challenging tasks from stories. However, teachers may also refer to themes 
other than effort. In the CER programme, there are five main attributes (e.g. religiosity, 
mutual cooperation and integrity) and 18 sub-attributes (e.g. honesty, confidence, respect and 
care) to be encouraged in children and youth in Indonesia. Considering the high number of 
attributes and sub-attributes to be promoted at school, it is possible that teachers may not 
emphasise effort-related messages even if the stories include effort-related themes. Therefore, 
it is important to determine the extent to which teachers create opportunities for children to 
understand the importance of exerting effort in challenging situations through stories 
presented in the classrooms.  
 
Benefits of stories presented to young children in the classroom  
Reading stories is a typical activity conducted in kindergarten classrooms (Meyer et 
al., 1993; Morrow & Brittain, 2003). Reading stories have many benefits for young children. 
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One of the widely recognised benefits of stories is to develop children’s vocabulary. Several 
studies (Elley, 1989; Houston-Price et al., 2014; Lowman, Stone, & Guo, 2018) have 
investigated the benefits of stories for young children’s vocabulary development. A study 
conducted by Lowman et al. (2018), for instance, found that stories increased children’s 
vocabulary. In their study, seven preschools were assigned into two groups, i.e. the reading 
group (four schools, n = 70) and the control group (three schools, n = 52). In the reading 
group, children were read four storybooks containing the target verbs (e.g. predict, select, 
identify and match) for three weeks, while the control group did not receive the intervention. 
The findings revealed that children in the reading group better understood the target verbs 
compared with those in the control group. A study by Lowman et al. (2018) provided 
evidence of the impact of stories in developing children’s vocabulary.  
Besides developing vocabulary, other studies (e.g. Adlof et al., 2014; Dickinson & 
Smith, 1994; Mira & Schwanenflugel, 2012; Rosenhouse et al., 1997) found that stories 
affect children’s comprehension. For instance, Rosenhouse et al. (1997) randomly assigned 
16 first year classes (n = 339) to one of four experimental conditions (single-author: children 
listened to various stories from an author; series: children listened a series of stories from an 
author; multiple-authors: children listened stories from different authors; and control group: 
children did regular learning activities other that stories, like drawing and worksheet). The 
findings revealed that children in the experimental groups had higher reading comprehension 
as assessed by a multiple-choice test than those in the control group.  
Through stories, children can acquire information about the world, including social 
knowledge. For example, one study by Docket et al. (2006) indicated that young children 
may acquire information about starting school for the first time through stories. Using a 
sample of children’s storybooks (n = 106) recommended by parents and teachers, this study 
found that varying themes related to starting school were depicted in those stories, including 
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teacher representations and school expectations about children’s behaviour. Docket’s study 
revealed that teachers could be represented differently. Some stories presented teachers as 
disciplinarians, while others showed them as caring and helpful people. Children’s 
behaviours that were expected as school, including being friendly, obeying teachers and 
sharing, were also revealed.  
Children can also learn skills from stories, such as perspective-taking skills, 
generosity and coping skills. A study by Bouchard et al. (2013), for instance, investigated the 
impact of stories in promoting coping skills to prevent anxiety. Fifty-nine children aged nine 
to 12 years were assigned to an intervention (n = 29) or control condition (n = 30). Children 
in the intervention group were involved in ten 75-minute workshops using a series of stories 
about life stressors (e.g. bullying, school performance and divorce) and coping skills to deal 
with the stressors (e.g. confide in someone, use small step plan and apply new solution). The 
control group was a waiting list group. The results showed that children in the intervention 
demonstrated greater coping skills than children in the waiting list. The study by Bouchard et 
al. (2013) supports the potential impact of stories in fostering coping skills relevant to dealing 
with stressors. Overall, these studies present relevant information on the learning potential of 
stories, and therefore suggest the prominent place of stories, particularly in younger grades.  
 
Teachers’ talk in presenting stories for young children in the classroom and its impact 
on children’s vocabulary and understanding 
Teachers display different patterns of talk when presenting stories to young children 
(Beck & McKeown, 2001; Dickinson & Kebler, 1989; Dickinson & Smith, 1994; Martinez & 
Teale, 1993; Wiseman, 2011). For example, comparing the talk of six teachers across four 
storybooks, Martinez and Teale (1993) found that teachers used different patterns of talk and 
their patterns were consistent across various storybooks. This study also unveiled variations 
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in teachers’ content focus (i.e. story episodes, story elements and importance of story talk), 
sources used to construct meaning (i.e. prior background, readers’ characteristics and textual 
information), and instructional strategies (e.g. questioning, reviewing or informing). Another 
study (Dickinson & Smith, 1994), collecting 25 classroom observations of four-year-old 
children, found three distinctive patterns of teachers’ talk: i.e. co-constructive, didactic-
interactional and performance-oriented. A co-constructive pattern was evident when teachers 
engaged children in talking and participating in cognitively challenging discussions during 
and after the reading. A didactic-interactional approach was evident when teachers asked 
factual questions about details of the story during the reading session and after. In contrast, a 
performance-oriented approach was evident when extended conversations were conducted 
after the reading, but were limited during the reading.  
Teachers’ talk during reading sessions has been found to contribute to children’s 
vocabulary and comprehension (Brabham & Lynch-Brown, 2002; Dickinson & Smith, 1994; 
Mol et al., 2009; Wasik, Hindman, & Snell, 2016). For instance, a meta-analysis study by 
Wasik et al. (2016) using 36 experiments revealed that children’s vocabulary benefited from 
interaction with adults, including teachers, during reading sessions. Children’s vocabulary, 
particularly, was enhanced when adults asked questions and engaged them in discussion 
about the target words. Wasik’s study confirms a previous meta-analysis study conducted by 
Mol et al. (2009). In their meta-analysis using 31 experiments, Mol et al. (2009) indicated 
that discussions that teachers had before, during and after shared reading sessions impacted 
children’s vocabulary acquisition.  
Different aspects of teachers’ talk have been investigated, such as the reading styles or 
instructional strategies used during reading sessions (e.g. Beck & McKeown, 2001; 
Dickinson & Smith, 1994; Martinez & Teale, 1993; Wiseman, 2011). However, to which 
extent the specific themes or messages conveyed through the stories are acknowledged and 
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how it relates to children’s understanding of the theme have not been explored in detail. For 
example, a study conducted by Dickinson and Smith (1994) did not examine the themes that 
each story provided, although they analysed teachers’ talk about the story characters and 
events. The authors stated that the teachers in their study used different storybooks when they 
were observed and did not provide the storybook titles. While one may argue that as these 
studies aimed to investigate if teachers’ talk contributed to children’s comprehension and, 
therefore, it was unnecessary to provide information about the stories used in the studies, the 
lack of attention to the story themes suggests that these were less important in reading 
sessions at school.  
Since naturalistic studies have rarely been conducted to investigate the extent to 
which teachers create opportunities for children to understand certain themes or messages, a 
study of teachers’ talk focused on introducing the themes from stories, such as the importance 
of exerting effort in challenging situations, is worthy of investigation. 
 
The present study  
The present study examined the extent to which and how teachers talked about effort 
toward challenge in the stories presented to young children in their classrooms. Teachers’ talk 
in the present study refers to the themes teachers talked about while or immediately after 
presenting the stories. To address the research aim, three research questions were formulated:  
(1) To what extent do teachers acknowledge effort-related themes in the stories they 
present in the classrooms?  
(2) What other themes do teachers acknowledge to children during the presentation of 
the stories?  
(3) How do teachers introduce those themes? 
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Method 
Participants 
Participants in the present study were four Year 2 teachers working in three public 
schools in the Central Java province of Indonesia. They were recruited through personal 
contacts as that was deemed the most culturally sensitive way to approach recruitment in the 
Indonesian context. Two female and two male teachers agreed to take part in this study. They 
were all of Javanese ethnic origin. Their teaching experience ranged from one year to 25 
years.  
 
Data collection procedures 
Eight classroom observations were conducted (two in each class) to investigate 
teacher’s talk during the reading sessions. After the researcher selected two stories with 
effort-related themes, each teacher was asked to present these stories just as they would 
normally do in the classroom. Teachers were videotaped during all reading sessions. Since 
the presence of the camera and the researcher operating the camera could affect children’s 
natural behaviour in the classroom, the researcher spent two days in the classroom before the 
videotaping. During these two days, the researcher acted as the teacher’s assistant. She used 
this opportunity to build necessary rapport with both teachers and children. She also 
attempted to address children’s curiosity about the camera by explaining the operation of the 
device and conducting a pretend videotaping role play with the children during break time.  
The observations were conducted following the same schedule in each school and 
took place during the Indonesian language lessons, as it is usually during those lessons that 
stories are read. The stories were given to the teachers one or two days before they were to be 
read in class. Each teacher presented the two stories in two different sessions. Also, teachers 
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were offered opportunities to debrief with the researcher about their perceptions of the video-
recorded sessions after they were completed. 
 
Materials 
As mentioned, two stories were used in the present study. Story 1 was A Dragonfly 
Who Had One Wing (Capung Bersayap Satu). It was about a small dragonfly who was not 
able to fly because he only had one wing. The Story 2 was A Friend for Porcupine (Teman 
untuk Landak), and it was about a porcupine who wanted to have a friend. The two stories 
were chosen from stories available in electronic schoolbooks that are recommended by the 
Indonesian government and are used by the majority of primary teachers. The electronic 
schoolbooks are published online by the Indonesian Ministry of Education 
(www.bse.kemdikbud.go.id).  
The two stories were selected based on their content on effort toward challenge. 
Based on the coding scheme developed in Study 1, these stories had all three essential effort-
related themes, i.e. (1) challenge, (2) self-initiated effort and (3) successful outcome. 
Furthermore, both stories, compared to other stories that also had those effort-related themes, 
highlighted the main character’s initiative in exerting effort toward challenge despite the 
presence of other characters. As result of Study 1, which showed that involvement of others 
in challenging situations are dominant in stories for young children in Indonesian schools, the 
stories employed in the present study also included depictions of other character/s 
involvement in the effort. In addition, Story 2 included repeated unsuccessful outcomes to 
offer teachers an opportunity to talk about persistence in the face of challenges. As it was 
difficult to locate stories that illustrated the notion of persistence, a story with repeated 
unsuccessful outcomes identified in Study 1 was slightly modified to emphasise self-initiated 
effort. 
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It should be noted that goal categories were not included in the criteria to select the 
stories for the present study. Given that the goal categories in Study 1 were defined by 
linking them with the challenge (e.g. blocked by a challenge or triggered a challenge), and 
considering that all types of effort were present in both goal categories, it is argued that they 
were not necessary to determine the selection of the stories. Table 5.1 and 5.2 show the 
content analysis of each selected story using the coding scheme developed in Study 1.  
Table 5. 1 
Content analysis of Story 1 
Text Effort-related themes 
The dragonfly who had one wing 
There was a small dragonfly. 
Its name was Casa. 
Casa was unable to fly. 
Since it was born, Casa only had one wing. 
Poor Casa was only able to crawl. 
Other dragonflies could fly anywhere they wanted. 
Casa’s friends often boasted. 
They deliberately talked about the places they had 
been to so Casa could hear them. 
The red dragonfly mentioned that it had flown to the 
north. 
There was a beautiful flower garden. 
The blue dragonfly did not want to lose: ‘I flew far away, 
and I saw a lake. The water was blue’. 
The yellow dragonfly also talked about a yellowing paddy 
field that it had seen. 
The green dragonfly saw a very wide prairie. 
These stories made Casa feel even more unhappy.  
One day, Casa met a pigeon. 
Casa asked Pigeon, ‘Why are you sad?’ 
‘I am not sad. I am just bored. 
I fly everywhere, but there is no more beautiful grass left 
to see’. 
 
 
 
Challenge 1 
Casa’s first challenge is that it was not able 
to fly because it only had one wing.  
Challenge 2 
Casa’s friends were mean. They 
deliberately talked about places Casa could 
not see by itself.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Self-initiated Effort 
Casa demonstrates initiative to overcome its 
challenges as it is Casa who came up with 
the idea that could solve both the pigeon’s 
and Casa’s problems. 
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‘I know how to get rid of your boredom’. 
‘Oh, really? How?’ asked Pigeon. 
‘I am going to tell you a story, but there is one condition. 
For each story, you have to fly me around’. 
‘Oh, that is not a big deal’, Pigeon replied. 
Casa began to tell Pigeon stories. 
When the story was funny, Pigeon laughed heartily. 
When the story was sad, Pigeon was sad. 
At last, Pigeon’s boredom was gone. 
Casa was able to fly everywhere with Pigeon. 
Now, Casa was not sad anymore. 
Casa was able to enjoy everything, just like all the other 
dragonflies. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Successful Outcome 
Casa was successful in overcoming its 
challenges as it could fly everywhere with 
Pigeon. 
Note: The bold text identifies the explicit information related to effort-related themes. 
 
Table 5.2 
Content analysis of Story 2 
Text Effort-related themes 
A friend for Porcupine 
Porcupine walked alone in the jungle. ‘I am 
always alone. I want a friend’, Porcupine 
sighed. 
Porcupine met Squirrel and asked Squirrel 
to be its friend. 
However, Squirrel jumped up the tree. 
‘Sorry, I can’t be your friend. You are too 
spiky and have too many quills. You can 
hurt me’, said Squirrel. Porcupine walked 
away sadly.  
Then Porcupine met Fox and asked Fox to 
be its friend. 
However, Fox ran away. 
‘Sorry, I can’t be your friend. You are too 
spiky and have too many quills. You can 
 
Challenge 1 
Porcupine’s first challenge is always being alone and 
feeling lonely.  
Self-initiated Effort 1 
Porcupine shows initiative in resolving its challenge 
by asking Squirrel to be its friend.  
Challenge 2 
Porcupine’s second challenge is being rejected by 
Squirrel. The effort exerted by Porcupine did not 
result in a successful outcome. 
Self-initiated Effort 2 
Porcupine shows self-initiative again in resolving its 
challenge when asking Fox to be its friend.  
Challenge 3 
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hurt me’, said Fox. Porcupine walked away 
sadly. 
Then Porcupine met Rabbit and asked 
Rabbit to be its friend. 
Rabbit hopped into a burrow. 
‘Sorry, I can’t be your friend. You are too 
spiky and have too many quills. You can 
hurt me’, said Rabbit. Porcupine was even 
more unhappy. Porcupine walked up to the 
end of the jungle.  
Then Porcupine met Tortoise.  
‘I am sad. Squirrel, Fox and Rabbit 
didn’t want to be my friend. They have 
said that I am too spiky’. Despite this, 
Porcupine asked Tortoise to be its friend. 
‘I am willing to be your friend. It doesn’t 
matter if you have quills. I have a strong 
shell to protect my body’, Tortoise said 
calmly. Porcupine was very happy to hear 
what Tortoise had said. 
‘We can meet every day and walk while 
talking together. This is what friends do’, 
said Tortoise.  
‘Wow, finally, I found a friend’. 
Porcupine walked with Tortoise along the 
beach. 
‘I won’t be alone and lonely anymore’. 
Being rejected once again is Porcupine’s third 
challenge. It is another unsuccessful outcome that 
follows Porcupine’s previous effort. 
 
Self-initiated Effort 3 
Porcupine again demonstrates self-initiative in 
overcoming its challenge by asking Rabbit to be its 
friend.  
 
Challenge 4 
Being rejected by Rabbit is the fourth challenge 
Porcupine faced. Despite his repeated efforts to find 
a friend, he has not been successful. 
 
Self-initiated Effort 4 
Porcupine performs another self-initiated effort as it 
told Tortoise what happened before it met Tortoise. 
The effort continues as Porcupine asked Tortoise to 
be its friend. 
 
Successful Outcome 
Porcupine is successful in resolving its challenges. 
Finally, it found a friend and did not feel lonely 
anymore.  
Note: The bold text identifies the explicit information related to effort-related themes. 
 
Data analysis 
A qualitative analysis was conducted to investigate possible variation across teachers 
regarding identification of and emphasis on effort-related themes, or any other themes, during 
the reading sessions. The teaching strategies used by teachers during their reading sessions 
were also explored. For the present study, a reading session refers to a classroom segment 
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devoted to the presentation of a story. Sessions started when teachers introduced the story to 
the students and finished when teachers ended the discussion about the story.  
The qualitative data analysis comprised two processes: (1) individual analysis and (2) 
comparison analysis. The individual analysis involved analysing individual cases through the 
following two steps. First, the analysis concentrated on the segment in which the teacher 
presented the story to the class. The specific focus was on each part of the story that 
represented a distinctive aspect of the effort-related theme, as in the text-based analyses 
presented in Tables 5.1 and 5.2. In the second step, the analysis focused on teachers’ talk 
related to the effort-related themes after they had presented the story.  
The next process involved a comparison analysis. The comparison analysis was 
conducted in four steps. The first step established the extent to which the teachers made 
connections between the effort and the challenge and how they extended these connections to 
the outcome. This step was consistent with Kendeou et al.’s (2005) study, which revealed that 
identifying meaningful connections, such as causal ones, strengthens children’s 
understanding of the stories.  
The second step explored the degree to which the teachers acknowledged the role of 
the main character as the one exerting effort relative to the other characters involved in the 
challenging situations. The third step compared the extent to which teachers labelled relevant 
behaviours as effort toward challenge. Investigating the exact labels teachers used during the 
sessions was necessary because the labels provided information about the emphasis given by 
educators for both effort and persistence.  
Finally, the fourth step explored the degree to which teachers acknowledged 
persistence, as portrayed in the story. Whereas the first three steps were used in the 
comparison analysis for both stories, the fourth step was only conducted in the comparison 
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analysis for Story 2. This analysis was important to investigate whether the educators 
acknowledged persistence during the sessions.  
 
Reliability 
The reliability of the analyses of teachers’ talk was established with a second coder, a 
native Indonesian graduate. Comparing the coding of two or more coders is a procedure that, 
according to Smith (2008), enhances the validity of a qualitative study. This procedure 
ensures that the interpretation does not rely on a single perspective. Stake (2010) also argued 
in favour of more than one person interpreting data because it offers alternative explanations 
or valuable confirmation. An Indonesian second coder was considered an asset as she could 
enrich and question the interpretations of the data in ways that only a person with a similar 
cultural background could. The second coder was blind to the research questions. 
The inter-reliability took place in two stages. First, the second coder was asked to 
watch the videos of the two reading sessions of the teacher with the longest sessions and 
make notes of any themes that the teacher acknowledged in the reading sessions. During the 
second stage, the two coders compared their independent analytical notes. These 
interpretations were found to be quite consistent between coders and across both sessions. 
Any differences in interpretation were resolved through discussion. 
 
Results 
This section presents the findings from the analysis described above. At first, the 
section describes findings from the individual analysis of each teacher by story. Findings of 
the comparison analysis are presented next. For each analysis, a summary was provided. In 
order to protect the anonymity of the participants, all teachers were assigned pseudonyms, 
which are used in the reporting that follows. 
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Individual analysis of story 1 
Story 1 comprised several effort-related themes (see Table 5.1). This story had two 
challenges. First, the main character (Casa) was unable to fly as it only had one wing, and 
second, Casa’s friends stressed his inability. Casa’s self-initiated effort is shown when Casa 
finds a solution for both its problem and Pigeon’s. This story had a successful outcome 
because eventually, Casa could fly. The individual analysis of each teacher in relation to 
Story 1 is presented as follows. 
Mr Suto. During Challenge 1, Mr Suto simply read to the children. He used 
occasional pauses as he read. No particular emphasis was given to the challenge that the main 
character faced. 
Mr Suto complemented the reading of the passage in the Challenge 2 segment by 
showing the children pictures of a red dragonfly and a paddy field. The story did not include 
pictures, so he found pictures and brought them to the classroom. When speaking about the 
yellow dragonfly, he said: ‘Imagine how happy it was as it flew over the yellow paddy fields’. 
Next, he asked the children to recall information from the story: ‘Which dragonfly was this?’  
After presenting the passage, he connected the two main challenges in the story. First, 
he emphasised the initial challenge by referring to the character’s feelings about its inability 
to fly: ‘How could it possibly not be sad? It only had one wing (flapping only one hand). It 
was unable to go where it wanted. It could only crawl, crawl, crawl (imitating crawling 
movement with fingers)’.  
Subsequently, he connected both challenges by contrasting Casa’s situation to that of 
the other dragonflies: ‘Unlike its other friends, there was a blue dragonfly, there was a red 
dragonfly, and there was a yellow dragonfly. Imagine a dragonfly who has only one wing. It 
cannot go anywhere. It can only crawl. This small dragonfly was so sad’. In saying 
‘Imagine’, he also encouraged the children to sympathise with the main character’s feelings. 
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Mr Suto presented the passage about Casa’s self-initiated effort using his own words 
and a different intonation that created an animated and engaging situation for the children. 
When speaking about Casa’s initiative to talk to Pigeon, he said: ‘I can amuse you, so that 
you won’t be sad’. There was, however, no explicit emphasis on Casa’s self-initiated effort.  
In the segment about the successful outcome, Mr Suto kept using his own words and 
did not emphasise the outcome. He even shortened the last part of the story as he said: ‘At the 
end, Casa could be taken everywhere by the pigeon’. 
Most of the effort-related themes emerged after he had presented the story to the 
class. He emphasised the importance of sustained effort and persistence by making 
connections between the challenge, effort and outcome, engaging the children in a 
conversation. First, he led the children to discuss the topic of challenges by asking questions 
connected with the children’s real lives, such as ‘Have you ever seen a disabled person? 
Have you ever seen a person who is unable to walk or who uses a wheelchair?’  
Next, he talked about effort as a way of addressing challenges. He used a child’s 
response to the question mentioned above as a way to integrate these ideas: ‘Like B’s 
grandfather. His feet are small, and he is unable to walk. Does he sit still? Does he give up? 
Does he do nothing? No! He puts in effort. He keeps trying’. Through this example, Mr Suto 
connected the idea of a challenge and responses toward the challenge, such as sustained effort 
and persistence. He also used this segment to introduce the ideas of ‘effort’ and ‘give up’. As 
he raised questions, such as ‘Does he sit still?’ and ‘Does he do nothing?’ and then responded 
to his own questions by saying no, he managed to give information to the children about what 
behaviour was considered as effort. He did the same for the phrase ‘give up’, as opposed to 
effort. Although he did not use the word ‘persistence’, it could be argued that he managed to 
introduce persistence by using the phrase ‘give up’. 
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Up to this point, Mr Suto had not connected effort with the story’s outcome. He did 
not continue the discussion on the consequences of B’s grandfather’s exertion of effort 
toward his challenging situation. However, he then pointed to the connection between 
challenge, effort and outcome when reviewing the story: ‘So, children, this is like what 
happened to the small dragonfly. Casa was unable to fly, but because of its effort, eventually 
it was able to fly’. In referring to the effort by saying ‘its effort’, the teacher explicitly 
acknowledged the self-initiative shown by Casa.  
Mr Suto also emphasised the importance of persistence, saying, ‘Never give up. If you 
cannot write, do not give up. Keep practising!’ He also connected a meaningful challenge for 
children (writing) with effort. However, he did not elaborate on the connections between 
exerting effort and being successful. 
Mr Suto also emphasised some themes or lessons that were not related to effort, such 
as gratitude, repentance, resilience, helping others and collaboration. He described ideas, such 
as protecting the environment as well as factual knowledge, like the appropriate time to 
harvest the paddy fields. 
Below are some examples of how Mr Suto conveyed these themes. 
‘We need to be grateful, children. You have complete hands, complete eyes, nose, 
ears, etc..’. 
‘Do not be easily gloomy or sad. If a friend bothers you, do not be easily gloomy. Be 
cheerful’. 
‘Because of the help and cooperation with Pigeon, Casa eventually was able to fly’. 
‘We repent if we make a mistake’. 
‘If you visit a lake, do not throw rubbish’. 
‘If a paddy field starts yellowing, it is ready to be harvested’. 
It is important to note that these other themes were woven into the discussion of effort-related 
themes, developing a coherent conversation around the important themes that the story 
conveyed and the applicability of these themes to the children’s daily life. 
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Mrs Wina. In this case, Mrs Wina simply read the story. There were neither pauses 
nor brief discussions or additions to the story’s content. After reading the story, Mrs Wina 
reviewed it from the beginning. She complemented the review with pauses, gestures (e.g. arm 
movements) and facial expressions. However, she did not emphasise the importance of effort 
toward challenge by making connections between Casa’s challenges, efforts and outcome. 
She did make a connection between the two main challenges emerging in the story, but failed 
to connect the challenges to effort and outcome. Before connecting the two challenges, she 
asked the students to recall relevant information from the story: ‘Why did Casa only have one 
wing? What are wings for (extending arms, imitating flying)?’ She then emphasised the first 
challenge by saying: ‘Since it was born, it had only one wing (extending one arm). One wing 
was broken. The wing was broken since it was born’. 
She subsequently emphasised the second challenge by reviewing the relevant episode 
in the story and discussing the feelings triggered by the challenge: ‘All the colourful 
dragonflies boasted. I can fly to the north (raising both arms). I can fly to see the paddy field 
(raising both arms). I can fly to see the broad sea (raising both arms). I can fly to see the 
green grass (raising both arms). If its friends were saying that, how did Casa feel? Was Casa 
sad?’ By doing so, she encouraged children to sympathise with the feelings of the main 
character.  
She then connected the two challenges by asking: ‘Why did Casa feel sad when it 
heard what other dragonflies were talking?’ In doing this, she showed the children that it was 
Casa’s inability to fly that triggered sad feelings in response to the other dragonflies talking 
about their travels. However, she did not connect the challenges with Casa’s effort and the 
outcome.  
Mrs Wina also did not particularly acknowledge Casa’s self-initiative in exerting the 
effort as she said: ‘Casa was flown by Pigeon anywhere’. She emphasised a few themes that 
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were not related to effort, such as friendship and helping others. By referring to the behaviour 
of other characters and labelling the behaviour as good or bad, she encouraged desirable 
behaviours and discouraged undesirable ones. Examples are shown below: 
Example 1: 
T: ‘Are the other dragonflies good characters? Why are they not good 
characters?’ 
C: ‘They boasted’. 
T: ‘Is boasting a good or bad behaviour?’ 
C: ‘Bad behaviour’. 
T: ‘Yes. It is a bad behaviour. Do not boast’.  
Example 2: 
T: ‘What about the pigeon? Is it a good character or a bad one?’ 
C: ‘Good one’. 
T: ‘Yes, it is a good character. Pigeon showed willingness to entertain Casa’. 
It is interesting to see that, while Mrs Wina did not acknowledge Casa’s self-initiative after 
she read the story, she acknowledged the pigeon as the other character who played a role in 
making Casa feel better.  
Mr Ase. After reading the first passage of the story, Mr Ase referred to the first 
challenge by asking the children to recall the challenge: ‘Poor Casa, it was only able to 
crawl. What did Casa not have?’ 
While reading the passage referring to Challenge 2, Mr Ase often interacted with the 
children, using different questions and including some about factual knowledge: ‘Red 
dragonfly mentioned that it had flown to the north. Which way is the north?’ or recalling the 
story’s information: ‘The lake was beautiful. What was the colour of the lake?’  
After reading that passage, he connected the two challenges by saying, ‘These stories 
made Casa felt even more unhappy. Casa was unable to fly, but its friends boasted. What a 
pity, isn’t it?’  
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Mr Ase read the passage about Casa’s self-initiated effort and repeated a few parts of 
the passage while the classroom was getting noisier. He also tried to engage the children by 
raising questions to predict the story: ‘When the story was sad, was Pigeon also sad?’ 
However, he did not emphasise Casa’s self-initiated effort. 
Mr Ase presented the segment of successful outcome by using his own words and 
made connections between effort-related themes along the way. He linked challenge, effort 
and outcome by saying: ‘Casa did not have a complete wing. However, because of its deal 
with the pigeon, Casa was able to go around’. However, when he did this, he did not 
acknowledge Casa’s self-initiated effort but kept mentioning the pigeon while making the 
connection. In this passage, he also introduced other themes about negotiation, when he used 
the word ‘deal’. 
Subsequently, Mr Ase did highlight the importance of exerting effort toward 
challenge when he connected Casa’s effort and its success: ‘Because of the stories that were 
told by Casa, it was able to fly’, and also connected challenge and effort: ‘Although Casa 
only had one wing, with its cleverness, it exchanged its stories with the pigeon’. Furthermore, 
by saying ‘cleverness’, the teacher acknowledged Casa’s initiative in solving its challenge. 
After the story was presented, he did not emphasise any other effort-related themes or 
other themes that could have emerged from the story. He only asked the children to recall the 
information from the story, such as: ‘How many dragonflies were in the story?’  
Ms Nawa. Ms Nawa simply read the story and did not discuss with the children ideas 
emerging from the story. She only added a few words to make the story go smoothly, such as 
‘Next’ or ‘It said’. She did not complement the reading with any pauses, gestures, pictures or 
facial expressions. After finishing the story, she asked the children whether they understood 
the story and read it once more because many children did not understand the story. She read 
the story in the same way as the first time.  
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Ms Nawa did not emphasise any effort-related themes or any other themes once she 
finished reading the story. She only asked her students to retell the story in front of the class 
after she read it.  
 
Individual analysis of story 2 
Story 2 included numerous effort-related themes (see Table 5.2). The story had four 
challenges. The first challenge faced by the main character (Porcupine) was that it felt lonely. 
Challenges 2, 3 and 4 were similar: other animals rejected Porcupine’s request to be their 
friends. Porcupine’s action of asking other animals to be its friend was considered in the 
analysis evidence of self-initiated effort. There were four segments of self-initiated effort 
addressing the main challenge. The successful outcome was shown when Porcupine got a 
friend. The teachers’ presentation of Story 2 is detailed below. 
Mr Suto. During the Challenge 1 segment, Mr Suto complemented the reading 
passage with a few additional words and occasional pauses to make the story flow smoothly. 
He highlighted Porcupine’s first challenge by using repetition as he said: ‘Porcupine said to 
itself, I am always alone (pausing). I am always alone’, which was followed with a picture of 
a porcupine to draw the children’s attention to the main character. 
Mr Suto presented the second, third and fourth challenges in a similar way. At first, he 
impersonated the porcupine and the other characters that rejected Porcupine’s request to be 
its friend:  
Other animal: ‘Sorry, I can’t be your friend.’  
Porcupine: ‘Why can’t you?’  
Other animal: ‘It is because you have too many quills. I am afraid that you will hurt 
me.’  
Subsequently, he presented the main character’s feelings after the rejection, using appropriate 
facial expressions and gestures to accompany the presentation of the emotion. Mr Suto aimed 
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to connect the challenge with the main character’s feelings by asking the children: 
‘Porcupine was so sad because it did not have?’  
However, at the end of each segment, Mr Suto added something different. In 
Challenge 2, for example, he connected the first and the second challenge by saying: 
‘Porcupine was sad. It was alone in the jungle. Squirrel did not want to be its friend’. He 
then connected the porcupine’s challenges to its effort in the Challenge 3 segment when he 
said: ‘Now, children, you can think. Porcupine had met two animals, and they did not want to 
be its friend. Did Porcupine give up? No, it did not give up’. By doing this, he emphasised the 
importance of persistence in dealing with repeated failure. However, he did not continue 
making this connection between Porcupine’s effort and the next challenge. In Challenge 4, 
Mr Suto added story information that might be a reason for other characters to reject the main 
character’s request by saying: ‘That was Porcupine. It did not have any friends because it 
hurt others’.  
In all segments of Porcupine’s self-initiated effort, Mr Suto brought the story to life as 
he impersonated the porcupine and other characters. For example: 
Porcupine: ‘Hi, Squirrel. Please stop.’  
Squirrel: ‘What’s up, Porcupine?’  
Porcupine:’Would you be my friend?’  
However, he used different words when he impersonated the characters in other segments, 
such as when Porcupine met Rabbit:  
Porcupine: ‘Hi, Rabbit, come here. Rabbit looked shy.’ Porcupine came closer to 
Rabbit.  
Rabbit: ‘What’s up, Porcupine? Is there anything I can do?  
Porcupine: ‘Yes, there is. Would you be my friend?’ 
Pictures of the other animal characters, such as a squirrel, a rabbit and a fox, were also used 
in all segments, along with the dialogue. Using these strategies, he managed to prevent 
repetitive performances across each segment. 
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Although the strategies above were used across the segments, a small variation was 
noticed in the segment referring to self-initiated Effort 3, when he added information about 
the main character: ‘Porcupine met Fox. Porcupine said to itself, Fox is surely willing to be 
my friend. Porcupine tried to approach Fox and put its best smile on so Fox would be willing 
to be its friend’. By adding this information, Mr Suto showed how the porcupine encouraged 
itself to persist in asking other animals to be its friend.  
During this segment, Mr Suto did not emphasise Porcupine’s success in resolving its 
challenge. Instead, he asked the children to pay attention to Tortoise’s part in the outcome: 
‘Tortoise was willing to be its friend. Why? It is because Tortoise had protection’. He did not 
emphasise the persistence Porcupine demonstrated in responding to the repeated failure that it 
encountered. The credit of Porcupine’s success had been given to another character. In doing 
so, he implied that the hero of this story was not Porcupine but Tortoise.  
While there is evidence that Mr Suto was sensitive to the possibility of teaching 
persistence while presenting the story, he did not talk about it after the story was presented. 
Instead, he continued to talk about not looking at Porcupine as a good example as he said: 
‘We cannot follow Porcupine’s example because it always hurts its friend’. The phrase 
‘cannot follow the example’ seems to be a strong statement used to encourage the children to 
disregard the ‘positive’ side of the main character, meaning its persistence. As seen in the 
Challenge 2 segment, Mr Suto had already led the children to have empathy to Porcupine for 
being rejected and to pay attention to the persistence that Porcupine had exerted. He also 
added information in the story that might encourage children to see Porcupine’s persistence. 
However, he changed the image of Porcupine negatively in Challenge 4 by saying that the 
porcupine did not have any friends because it hurt others.  
Afterwards, Mr Suto led the children to discuss how to maintain friendships as he 
asked questions: ‘So if we hurt others, we never have? Then, what should we do with our 
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friends? Yes, being nice and keep the harmony with friends. What else? Yes, not fighting and 
not hurting others’. In that discussion, he pointed the ideas to maintain relations with friends 
by not hurting others, being nice and keep harmony. He also connected the idea of 
maintaining friendships with the children’s experiences: ‘It is just like what happened with B 
who was hit by V. Then B cried. V, if you did this, do you deserve to have a friend?’  
At the end of the session, Mr Suto talked about the importance of having a friend. He 
began by referring to what happened in the story, followed by explaining what a good friend 
is: ‘Now Porcupine found a friend. It walked together with Tortoise. A good friend is 
someone to walk with and to be with’. He continued the discussion by including the 
children’s experiences: ‘You can talk, for example, when you are hurt. Oh, my father is angry 
with me. My mother has scolded me’. Mr Suto ended with a conclusion: ‘So, can we live 
alone? No, we can’t. We need friends’.  
Mrs Wina. Mrs Wina simply read the story without giving any specific emphasis. 
There were no amendments, discussion or additional prompts.  
After she finished reading the story, she reviewed it from the beginning by asking the 
children to recall the story’s information, as in ‘Porcupine walked into the jungle to find a 
friend. However, other animals, like Squirrel and Rabbit, were they willing to be its friend?’ 
Despite using the review to make connections related to effort themes, Mrs Wina also used it 
to highlight another theme concerning friendship. She drew the children’s attention toward 
Porcupine’s feelings and elaborated on the importance of friendship: ‘Porcupine was sad 
because it did not have a friend. Having no friends is sad. There is no one to talk to. There 
isn’t anyone to chat to’. A discussion about unhappiness then followed this point due to 
having no friends in real life: ‘Now children, if you do not have friends, do you feel happy or 
sad? By asking this question, she also involved children’s experiences in the discussion. 
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Subsequently, the discussion about the benefits of having friends and how to maintain 
friendships continued: ‘Why is it sad to have no friends? It is because we do not have 
someone to talk with, to go with or to play with. So, in order to have many friends, you have 
to be nice or not? Do we need to keep harmony with friends or not? Yes, if we keep harmony, 
we will have many friends’.  
At the end of the discussion, Mrs Wina once again stressed the importance of 
friendship by saying, ‘If we have a few friends, we will be sad. However, if we have many 
friends, we can find someone to accompany us everywhere we go. We have friends when we 
want to come to the canteen or to go to school. Who wants to have many friends?’ 
In addition to discussing friendship, Mrs Wina also elaborated on factual knowledge 
by saying, ‘Beside tortoises, there are animals that have strong shells. What are they?’  
Mr Ase. No emphasis was given to effort-related themes in the Challenge 1 segment. 
Mr Ase simply read the passage with occasional pauses.  
In all segments referring to challenges, Mr Ase complemented the reading by using 
gestures, such as finger movements in imitating Porcupine’s walking, and sad facial 
expressions when he came to the part of the story where Porcupine felt rejected. By using 
these strategies, he managed to capture the children’s attention, particularly about 
Porcupine’s feelings. He then connected the challenge and the feeling by saying: ‘Don’t you 
feel sad if you want to make friends with someone, but he or she is not willing to?’ By using 
this connection and appealing to the children’s experience, he prompted the students to 
empathise with Porcupine’s feelings of rejection.  
As Challenges 3 and 4 had a similar format to the previous ones, Mr Ase used 
predictive questions about whether Fox or Rabbit would be willing to be Porcupine’s friend, 
for example: ‘Do you think Fox or Rabbit is willing to be its friend or not?’ When he did 
these, he called the children to pay attention to the characters who imposed a challenge to the 
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main character. Then, throughout the segments, he interacted with the children by asking 
them to predict the story, like: What did Porcupine feel when Fox did not want to be its 
friend?’ In doing so, he maintained the children’s engagement in the session. During these 
segments, no particular emphasis related to the theme of effort was given. In all segments of 
Porcupine’s self-initiated effort, Mr Ase simply read the passages and did not emphasise 
Porcupine’s initiative. 
Mr Ase complemented the reading passage on the story’s outcome with gestures and 
facial expressions. He also made the segment more engaging as he interacted with the 
children by asking questions, such as: ‘Do you think Tortoise will be willing to be its friend?’ 
and ‘Why was Tortoise willing to be its friend?’  
Mr Ase did not place any emphasis on effort-related themes. However, he emphasised 
other themes about friendship when he said: ‘We can meet every day and walk while talking 
together, said Tortoise. That is friendship (linking his point fingers representing a close 
relation). They are friends. There is love (making a heart sign using fingers)’.  
After presenting the story, Mr Ase directed the children’s attention toward the other 
characters’ behaviour: ‘So, children, do you think what Squirrel, Fox and Rabbit did was 
right?’ As children said that it was not a good behaviour, he continued emphasising pickiness 
in choosing a friend as inappropriate behaviour when he said, ‘Weren’t they being picky in 
choosing a friend? So don’t be like Rabbit, Fox and Squirrel’. He also led the children to see 
that Tortoise had a good attitude by saying, ‘So, Rabbit, Squirrel and Fox did not have a good 
attitude because they were being picky. What about Tortoise?’  
In addition to emphasising the theme of friendship, Mr Ase also discussed factual 
knowledge as he questioned the children: ‘God creates tortoises with a shell. What is a shell 
for? What do tortoises usually eat?’  
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Ms Nawa. As she read the story, Ms Nawa did not emphasise effort-related themes. 
She simply read the story with a few additional words to make the story flow better, such as: 
‘then’ or ‘said Porcupine’. No pauses, gestures, expressions or pictures were used to 
complement the reading. Upon finishing the reading, she then asked the children if they 
understood the story. Since many children said that they did not understand it, she read the 
story again.  
No single theme was emphasised after the story was presented. Ms Nawa only 
reviewed the story by asking the children to recall the story’s information, such as: ‘Who met 
Porcupine?’ and ‘Did Squirrel want to be its friend?’  
 
Summary of individual analyses 
From the qualitative analyses of Stories 1 and 2, a summary of themes across teachers 
and stories is shown in Table 5.3. Two kinds of teachers’ strategies (effort-specific strategies 
and general teaching strategies) that introduce effort-related and other themes are presented in 
the summary Table 5.3. Effort-specific strategies were used by teachers when they talked 
about effort-related themes in particular, whereas general instructional strategies were used 
when they talked about both effort-related and other themes. The patterns shown in Table 5.3 
are discussed in the next section displaying the comparative analysis of teachers’ reading 
sessions. 
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Table 5.3 
A theme summary from individual analyses 
 Effort-specific strategies in introducing effort-related themes General instructional strategies for effort and other themes 
Connecting across effort-
related themes 
Acknowledging effort 
as self-initiated action 
Labelling behaviour as effort and 
persistence 
Connecting to children’s 
experiences  
Reviewing to story’s 
information 
Repeating 
Story 
Case 
1st  2nd  1st  2nd  1st  2nd 1st  2nd  1st  2nd  1st  2nd  
Suto Challenge-
effort-outcome  
Effort-challenge 
Effort- 
challenge 
Effort belongs 
to main 
character 
No Effort means do not 
do nothing 
‘Never give up’ 
means do not sit 
still and keep trying 
 
‘Never give 
up’ means do 
not stop 
attempting  
Effort theme 
connection 
Persistence 
Resilience 
Gratitude 
Repentance 
Friend 
ship 
 
Effort theme 
connections 
Collaboration  
Helping 
others 
Friend 
ship 
 
Effort theme 
connections 
Persistence 
Resilience 
Gratitude 
Collaboration 
Friend 
ship 
Wina No No No No No No No Friend 
ship 
Friendship 
Helping 
others 
 
Friend 
ship 
No No 
Ase Challenge-
effort-outcome 
Effort-challenge 
Effort-outcome 
 
No Cleverness 
belongs to 
main 
character 
No No No No No Effort theme 
connections 
Negotiation 
 
Friend 
ship 
 
No 
 
Friend 
ship 
 
Nawa No No No No No No No No No No No No 
Notes: Themes related to effort are in regular font. Other themes are in italic. 
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Comparison analysis 
In this cross-case analysis, a comparison of the four teachers examined differences in 
their talk related to effort-related themes and other themes that emerged during the reading 
sessions, as well as the strategies they employed to introduce these themes. The section 
begins by comparing the extent to which the teachers acknowledged the effort-related themes 
from the stories and the strategies they utilised. As previously explained in the data analysis 
section, this analysis is focused on teachers’ acknowledgement of four categories: effort 
theme connections, self-initiated effort, effort labelling and acknowledgement of persistence. 
the analysis then examines how the teachers also used the story to introduce other desirable 
behaviours to children. 
Story 1. Overall, there was a substantial variation in teachers’ talk about effort-related 
themes, which provided different opportunities for students to understand the importance of 
effort in difficult situations, as presented in Story 1. The most comprehensive talk was that of 
Mr Suto. As shown in Table 5.3, Mr Suto talked about effort and its connections with 
challenges and outcomes. He also talked about effort as an action initiated by the main 
character. Mr Suto then discussed relevant behaviours that children might see in their lives to 
exemplify effort toward challenge, including persistence. The other male teacher, Mr Ase, 
referred to these themes as well. Mr Ase talked about connections between effort, challenge 
and outcome and he recognised self-initiated effort when exerted by the main character. 
However, the other two teachers, Mrs Wina and Ms Nawa, did not provide opportunities for 
children to identify effort-related themes.  
Using various strategies, including effort-specific strategies and general instructional 
strategies (see Table 5.3), Mr Suto established the clearest learning opportunities for students 
to understand the importance of effort when facing difficult situations. Although he did not 
place much emphasis on effort-related themes when he presented the story, except for 
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connecting the two challenges, he made essential connections between effort-related themes 
after the story was presented. Not only did he link the main character’s effort and its 
challenges repeatedly, but also extended the link into a complete challenge-effort-outcome 
sequence. Another effort-specific strategy was also employed when he acknowledged self-
initiated effort in the story by crediting the effort to Casa. In doing so, he provided learning 
opportunities for children to see the importance of engaging in self-initiated effort even if 
others are nearby. Another effort-specific strategy used by Mr Suto was labelling relevant 
behaviours as effort and persistence. By doing this, he created opportunities for children to 
understand what behaviours can be perceived as effort and persistence.  
These effort-specific strategies enabled Mr Suto to communicate several important 
themes related to effort. He also complemented his reading session with general instructional 
strategies, such as reviewing the story and connecting it to the children’s daily experiences. 
He also repeated the connections of effort-specific themes during the reading session. 
Through these general instructional strategies, he identified essential connections for the 
children. 
Similarly, Mr Ase created distinct opportunities for his students to understand the 
importance of self-initiated effort through the use of different effort-specific strategies. 
During the reading session, he acknowledged Casa’s initiative in its effort and made an 
essential connection between Casa’s effort and its challenges, which led to the outcome. 
However, unlike Mr Suto, while Mr Ase made these connections as he presented the story, he 
did not stress them again once he finished reading. He also did not make connections between 
the story content and the children’s life experiences.  
In contrast, Mrs Wina provided limited opportunities for children to learn about the 
importance of exerting effort when facing challenges. She mentioned Casa’s challenge, effort 
and outcome without making connections between them. She also failed to acknowledge 
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Casa’s self-initiated effort. Meanwhile, Ms Nawa completely missed the opportunity to 
communicate any theme from the story to the students. She simply read the story and did not 
engage children in any subsequent discussion. 
In addition to creating opportunities for children to learn about effort, some teachers 
also raised other take-home messages that children could potentially learn as positive 
behaviours. Mr Suto offered the clearest learning opportunity in this regard. Using general 
instructional strategies, such as selecting specific information from the story and then 
connecting it to the children’s experience repeatedly, he highlighted desired behaviours, such 
as gratitude, repentance, resilience, helping others and collaboration. Another teacher, Mrs 
Wina, also presented a few other themes from the story, such as friendship and helping 
others, by reviewing specific parts of the story. However, Ms Nawa and Mr Ase did not 
acknowledge any other themes.  
As indicated in the previous section, most of the teachers did not simply read the 
story. They talked to the children either while reading the story or after reading it and used 
the story to discuss different themes. How teachers structured, the reading sessions was 
consistent with the reading styles used in Brabham and Lynch-Brown’s work (2002). 
According to these scholars, there are three storybook reading styles: interactional reading, 
performance reading and reading aloud. The first style is characterised by teachers’ talk 
emerging during the whole of a reading sessions, including talk interspersed during the actual 
reading. In performance reading, teachers read the story without interruptions, with 
discussions taking place before or after the reading of the story. 
In contrast, reading aloud is characterised by the absence of talk, with teachers only 
reading the story. Based on Brabham and Lynch-Brown (2002), it was apparent that the 
teachers in this study displayed all three different reading styles. Two teachers, Mr Suto and 
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Mr Ase, demonstrated an interactional reading style, while Mrs Wina used a performance 
reading style, and Ms Nawa used only a reading aloud style.  
In conclusion, the four teachers offered varying learning opportunities for their 
students to understand the importance of exerting effort when addressing challenging 
situations, and they also acknowledged other themes extracted from the story. Although most 
of the teachers complemented their reading with discussions during story presentation or 
afterwards, not all of them provided sufficient opportunities for children to see the 
connections between Casa’s effort, its challenges and its success. Only one teacher, Mr Suto, 
talked about these connections repeatedly during and after the story was presented and 
incorporated many examples of the connections. As expected, it may not be easy for the 
children to recognise the self-initiative that Casa took in its effort. Only two of the teachers 
credited the effort to the main character in the story.  
Story 2. Unlike the reading sessions involving Story 1, there was not much talk about 
effort-related themes in Story 2. Only one teacher, Mr Suto, emphasised persistence in 
Challenge 2 by making a connection between the porcupine’s effort and its challenges. The 
other teachers completely missed the opportunity to introduce effort-related themes, 
particularly persistence, which was potentially available in Story 2.  
While various effort-specific strategies were observed in Story 1, the only strategy 
observed in Story 2 was connecting effort-related themes. Almost all teachers created 
opportunities for the children to understand other themes, such as the importance of 
friendship. Mr Suto put the most effort into creating these opportunities. Using a part of the 
story as a starting point, he asked children to discuss essential attributes of friendship, such as 
how to maintain friendships and the benefits of having friends. In the discussion, he also 
extended his elaboration on friendship by referring to children’s daily experiences. 
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Although she did not prompt conversation as much as Mr Suto, Mrs Wina did create 
opportunities for children to learn about the importance of friendship by discussing several 
points, such as what a friend is for, how to maintain friendships and feelings that result from 
not having friends. Using strategies similar to those of Mr Suto, she focused on specific parts 
of the story and included children’s experiences.  
Like Mr Suto and Mrs Wina, Mr Ase also provided opportunities for his students to 
understand that being picky in choosing friends was not regarded as good behaviour.  
While the other three teachers put energy into establishing opportunities to introduce 
desirable behaviours in their students, Ms Nawa did not point to any themes. She simply read 
the story twice and asked the children to recall a few of the story’s details.  
It is also noticeable that, as in Story 1, three out of the four teachers not only read the 
story but completed the reading with talk directed at the students. Mr Suto and Mr Ase, for 
example, talked to the children while reading the story simultaneously (interactional reading 
style), and Mrs Wina talked after she read the story (performance reading style). Ms Nawa 
was the only teacher who did not include any talk in her reading session (read aloud style). 
In conclusion, although almost no teachers provided opportunities for the children to 
understand the importance of persistence in the event of repeated unsuccessful outcomes, 
various learning opportunities were offered by the different teachers.  
 
Summary of comparison analysis 
Looking at the two stories (see Table 5.3), only Mr Suto recognised their potential to 
communicate effort-related themes and managed to build upon these themes. As shown in 
Table 5.3, he created opportunities for children to understand the importance of effort in 
challenging situations using various strategies, particularly in Story 1. Mr Ase also seemed 
aware of this potential in Story 1. However, compared to Mr Suto, he emphasised these 
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themes far less than Mr Ase. Moreover, Mr Ase did it only in Story 1, while Mr Suto did it in 
both stories. 
Meanwhile, neither Mrs Wina nor Ms Nawa seemed aware of the effort content in the 
stories. They did not offer any opportunities for children to understand effort-related themes 
from either of the stories. These findings stress the role teachers can play in introducing 
effort-related themes for children.  
Based on the textual analysis, both stories featured effort-related themes and had 
potential to introduce effort toward challenge to children in the classroom. However, 
although both stories shared the potential, it seems that it was easier for teachers to recognise 
effort-related themes in Story 1 compared to Story 2. From Table 5.3, it can be seen that talk 
related to effort-related themes was more evident in the reading sessions for Story 1 than for 
Story 2. In contrast, most teachers seemed aware of the potential of Story 2 in introducing 
friendship. The friendship theme appeared more powerful in attracting teachers’ attention 
than the effort-related themes. This finding points to the role of story content in shaping how 
teachers introduced effort-related themes to their students. 
Across teachers and stories (see Table 5.3), distinct reading styles were observed, and 
were consistent in how they created opportunities for children to understand important 
themes, whether related to effort or not. At one end, Mr Suto established these opportunities 
from the beginning and continued to the end of the session. He embedded fruitful discussions 
in nearly all the segments during the story presentation and wove all the discussions together 
to establish stronger themes after the story had been presented. On the opposite end, Ms 
Nawa completely missed opportunities to discuss with the children themes from the stories. 
She did not refer to any theme but simply read the stories. 
Meanwhile, although not as extensively as Mr Suto, Mrs Wina and Mr Ase did 
establish some opportunities for children to build upon the themes related to the stories. 
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There was also a distinct variation regarding when they created these opportunities. In both 
stories, Mrs Wina did not make any references during the presentation of the stories but 
generated these opportunities after she had finished reading. 
Contrary to Mrs Wina, Mr Ase’s talk about the stories took place while he was 
reading. He closed the reading sessions when he finished presenting the stories. Although his 
reading style was classified as an interactive reading style, also employed by Mr Suto, Mr 
Ase did not continue talking after he finished presenting each story. The distinctive reading 
styles of these four teachers and their consistent styles across stories confirm what has been 
found in another naturalistic study (Martinez & Teale, 1993). Using four different stories and 
six teachers, Martinez and Teale (1993) also found that each teacher’s style across four 
stories was relatively consistent.  
 
Discussion 
The present study investigated the extent to which a group of Indonesian teachers 
acknowledged effort-related themes in stories with challenging situations when presenting 
them to their students. A qualitative analysis of video footage of eight reading sessions from 
four teachers revealed that teachers’ talk during these sessions varied substantially, 
particularly regarding the emphasis given to effort-related themes. Only one teacher 
acknowledged effort-related themes during both stories, while most teachers recognised other 
themes that could constitute potential learning opportunities for children. The present 
research also found that teachers used two kinds of instructional strategies to build upon 
effort-related themes, i.e. effort-specific and general strategies. The results of the present 
study suggest that, in presenting the stories, teachers emphasised different themes that they 
may perceived as important to teach to their students. 
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Content of teachers’ talk in acknowledging effort-related themes 
The content analysis of the effort-related themes, as addressed by the teachers, 
revealed three main ideas. The first idea teachers acknowledged in their talk concerned the 
behaviour or action defined as effort or persistence. The teachers did this by labelling 
relevant behaviours as effort and persistence while drawing connections with children’s 
experiences in difficult situations. In this case, teachers used decontextualised talk. According 
to Hindman, Wasik, and Erhart (2012) decontextualised talk refers to talk that connects 
stories to the larger world or the body of the children’s experiences, and may include linking 
story information to children’s own lives or providing new information about vocabulary or 
story content. Several studies (Dickinson & Smith, 1994; Haden et al., 1996; Snow, 1991) 
indicate that decontextualised talk can be more beneficial for young children’s word learning. 
From these studies, it can be suggested that when the teachers in this present study connected 
the behaviours referred to as effort and persistence to children’s experiences, they offered 
opportunities for children to understand the meaning of these ideas.  
The second idea that emerged in teachers’ talk was about effort and its connections to 
challenges and outcomes. Challenge, effort and outcome in stories are known as causal chain 
events (Trabasso & van den Broek, 1985). It means that those events form causal relations 
and occur in temporal succession. Causal chain events, according Trabasso and van den 
Broek (1985) have at least two causal connections, i.e. an antecedent and a consequence. 
Several studies (Lynch et al., 2008; Wolman, 1991; Wolman, van den Broek, & Lorch Jr, 
1997) found that statements in stories with causal connections were better recalled by 
children as young as four years old than those with fewer connections. From these studies, it 
is suggested that effort theme connections that teachers made in the present study might have 
contributed to the children’s understanding of the stories. When teachers talked about 
connections between effort and challenges, they provided opportunities for children to learn 
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about situations (antecedents) that may trigger effort. Hence, when teachers connect the effort 
and outcome, they create opportunities for children to learn about the benefit (consequences) 
of demonstrating effort. These two connections may enable children to understand causal 
links between antecedents and consequences of effort, which may then facilitate them to 
understand the stories better.  
The final idea that emerged in teachers’ talk related to effort-specific themes was the 
recognition of self-initiated effort. When teachers acknowledged the importance of self-
initiated action demonstrated by the main character, they offered opportunities for children to 
understand the importance of an individual’s response in the face of challenging situations, 
even if other people are around. As helping others is strongly promoted in the Indonesian 
society (Williams, 1991), it is most likely that in the event of a child facing a challenge, 
adults will help without being prompted. While helping others is highly commendable, in this 
case it may have drawbacks since it may not be beneficial for children in building their own 
agency when resolving challenges. Many challenging academic activities, like completing 
homework, preparing for exams or practising math skills, are not necessarily directly 
supervised and allow students to have some degree of choice about when, where and how 
they engage in those challenging activities (Brookhart, 1998; Natriello & Dill, 1986; Stoeber 
& Eismann, 2007; Trautwein, 2007). As such, in order for children to succeed in these 
activities, they need to exert effort by taking initiative in engaging in them. Several studies 
(Cole et al., 2008; Natriello & Dill, 1986; Trautwein, 2007; Trautwein et al., 2009) have 
shown that students’ effort in homework and exam preparation is positively associated with 
achievement. These studies reinforce the importance of personal agency in resolving 
challenging situations.  
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Cultural background and curriculum interpretation as potential explanatory 
mechanisms underpinning the content of teachers’ talk 
The analysis of teachers’ talk revealed that the participant educators differed 
noticeably in the extent to which they referred to effort as well as other themes. Reader-
response theory (Sipe, 2000) can be used as a framework to explain this variation. This 
theory proposes that there are multiple meanings to a story because readers are the ones who 
actively construct its meaning (Sipe, 2000). According to Sipe (2000), individuals’ cultural 
and psychological experiences are unique and contribute to the construction of meaning from 
text. As readers bring their different experiences to a text or story, they take different stances 
toward it and generate diverse responses (Sipe, 2000). As the findings in the present study 
showed, the teachers’ emphases on different elements of the story may have been driven 
partly by their personal histories. 
Variation in teachers’ talk may also be attributed to their interpretations of the 
Indonesian curriculum. From observations and interviews with 25 expert teachers and 120 
teachers in the U.S., a study by Fisher, Flood, Lapp, & Frey (2004) found that teachers had 
clear purposes aligned with the curriculum when framing discussions about stories read to 
students. Teachers in the current study referred to different themes, including effort, 
friendships and caring, which are all consistent with the Indonesian curriculum for primary 
education (Indonesian Government Regulation No. 21/2016) and the CER programme 
(Kementrian Pendidikan dan Kebudayaan Republik Indonesia, 2017). One may, therefore, 
suggest that the teacher participants’ interpretation of the curriculum may have influenced the 
content of their talk. 
The present study also found that while one of four teachers consistently 
acknowledged effort-related themes across stories, all seem to have recognised the potential 
of stories to convey themes consistent with strong cultural expectations in Indonesian society, 
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such as friendship and caring for others (Koentjaraningrat, 1985; Mulder, 1996; Peacock, 
1973; Williams, 1991). It can then be speculated that teachers’ awareness of themes that are 
important in Indonesia for children to learn may have played a role in the content focus of 
their talk. Fisher et al.’s study (2004), for instance, found that teachers selected specific story 
themes they thought were relevant to children’s needs. When considering the findings of 
Study 1, one may assume that teachers in the present study might have had intentions to build 
upon themes they thought were important for children’s social adaptation.  
As mentioned, the present study was used to observe how teachers conveyed 
messages concerning effort in stories created to trigger opportunities to do so. As evident in 
this section and the final discussion, future research should also investigate, through the voice 
of teachers, how they explained the emphases they used when they acknowledged those 
themes.  
   
Instructional strategies used when acknowledging effort and other themes 
The analyses also identified instructional strategies teachers used when referring to 
themes in the stories. Two types of instructional strategies, effort-specific and general 
instructional strategies, were used when introducing effort-related themes. Effort-specific 
strategies included labelling behaviour as effort and persistence, making connections among 
effort-related themes and acknowledging effort as self-initiated action. Connecting the story 
content to children’s experiences, reviewing the story’s information, and repeating content 
were identified as general strategies that teachers used when conveying all themes in the 
stories. Hindman et al. (2012) describes two types of talk, i.e. contextualised and 
decontextualised talk. Contextual (or concrete) talk refers to talk addressing story information 
apparent in the page of the books, such as labelling and describing the illustrations. 
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In contrast, decontextualised (or abstract) talk refers to talk that links story to content 
that is beyond the immediate context of the story, including reviewing the story, connecting 
the story to readers’ experiences or providing new information. Following Hindman’s 
framework, one may conclude that both kinds of strategies used by teacher participants 
involved decontextualised talk. Studies (Dickinson & Smith, 1994; Haden et al., 1996) have 
found that decontextualised talk, compared to contextualised talk, is more beneficial in 
facilitating children’s understanding of stories. Those studies suggest that both kinds of 
strategies that teacher participants used in acknowledging effort-related themes may provide 
opportunities for young children to understand the notion of effort toward challenge in the 
stories. 
In summary, the few acknowledgements in teachers’ talk related to effort toward 
challenge raise questions about the extent to which effort is promoted in Indonesian 
classrooms. What was found in the analysis of teachers’ talk on other themes suggests the 
potential of stories to emphasise messages that are consistent with cultural/societal 
expectation and curriculum interpretations? 
 
Closing  
The present study addressed the second research question and aimed at investigating 
the extent to which and how teachers acknowledged effort toward challenge when presenting 
stories to young children in the classroom. The results revealed a substantial variation in the 
four teachers’ talk as they acknowledged effort and other themes in the stories. Based on 
these findings, the next question is how children in these classes were able to recall those 
stories, and to what extent their recall was related to teachers’ talk.  
The next chapter presents Study 3, which aimed at examining children’s recall of 
effort-related themes in stories with challenging situations that teachers presented in the 
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classroom. In doing so, the potential of stories to be used as educational tools for children to 
learn about effort toward challenge, and the role of teachers in children’s recall was 
examined. 
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CHAPTER SIX 
STUDY 3 
 
 ‘Could you tell us the story?’: Indonesian children’s understanding of effort-related 
themes from stories presented in the classroom  
 
Abstract 
This study investigated Indonesian children’s understanding of effort-related themes 
as depicted in stories presented by their classroom teachers, and in the extent to which their 
story understanding is aligned to teachers’ talk. Forty-four children from four Year-Two 
classrooms and their teachers participated in the study (four teachers; 11 students in each 
class). Teachers were asked to present two pre-selected stories as they would normally do in 
class. The stories selected by the researcher included effort-related themes comprising 
challenge, effort and outcome themes. Children’s understanding of effort-related themes was 
assessed using a story recall task. The children’s recall was prompted by two familiar dolls 
and was analysed by investigating the number of effort-related themes accurately recalled by 
the students as well as the alignment between student recall and teacher talk, as evident 
during the in-class presentation of the stories. The results suggest that children’s 
understanding of effort-related themes varied across coding categories. While the outcome of 
the stories was the easiest theme for children to remember, the recollection of challenge and 
effort themes was less evident. The results also revealed that children from different classes 
performed at different levels of recall in the challenge and effort categories. The findings 
suggest the importance of teachers’ talk and activation of cultural schema as variables 
associated with children’s understanding of effort-related themes in stories. 
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Keywords: effort, children’s understanding, primary education, Indonesia, stories, 
challenge, teachers’ talk 
 
Introduction 
Exerting effort toward challenging situations, including challenging academic tasks, is 
necessary for children to be successful in school (e.g. DiPerna et al., 2007; Li-Grining et al., 
2010; McWayne et al. 2004; Schaefer & McDermott, 1999; Yen et al., 2004). Several studies 
have found that children who put effort into their school tasks (e.g. pay more attention, 
persist) are likely to have higher achievement than children who do not (McWayne et al. 
2004; Schaefer & McDermott, 1999). These studies suggest the importance of fostering 
children’s effort in response to challenge and identifying variables that promote the 
development of effort toward challenge.  
Several studies have identified variables that may affect children’s effort toward 
challenging academic tasks. Child-level variables, such as children’s self-regulation (Rimm-
Kaufman et al., 2009) and behaviour adjustment (Dominguez et al., 2010) have been found to 
be related to effort in response to challenges. Rimm-Kaufman et al. (2009), for instance, 
found that kindergarten children with high levels of self-regulation were likely to persist in a 
custom designed computer task. Meanwhile, Dominguez et al. (2010) found that preschool 
children with better behaviour adjustment were more likely to persist in challenging academic 
tasks at school than their less well-adjusted peers. School-level variables, like classroom 
settings (e.g. group arrangements in class) and teaching quality, have also been identified as 
predictors of children’s effort toward challenging situations. Rimm-Kaufman et al. (2005), 
for instance, found that children in small group settings were more likely to persist when 
compared to a whole class setting. Consistently, Rimm-Kaufman et al. (2009) showed that 
children’s task-oriented behaviour was more evident in adult-led activities as opposed to 
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child directed activities (centre time, independent desk work). Although several predictors of 
children’s effort during school tasks have been identified, the potential role of other 
educational materials, such as stories, has received less empirical attention.  
Reading stories is a typical activity in the early years of schooling, as revealed in a 
comprehensive study by Morrow & Brittain (2003). Based on their analysis of 500 surveys 
completed by teachers from pre-kindergarten to fifth grade, they found that reading stories 
was most frequent from pre-kindergarten to Grade 2, with a frequency of five stories per 
week. Also, other studies have documented the potential of stories for modifying children’s 
behaviour, like sharing behaviours (Berg-Cross & Berg-Cross, 1978; Bhavnagri & Samuels, 
1996; Shepherd & Koberstein (1989) and social perspective-taking (Tsunemi et al., 2014). As 
reading stories is a familiar practice in the early years of schooling, and stories have been 
demonstrated to affect children’s behaviour, it seems reasonable to examine the extent to 
which stories may also influence children’s understanding of effort toward challenging 
situations. 
For stories to have an impact on children’s behaviour, however, children need to 
understand them. Mar and Oatley (2008) argued that children stories may serve as a social 
simulation scenario for children as they offer models and abstractions of our social world. In 
their view, children may experience the simulation offered in the stories and learn about 
behaviours that are modelled when they identify themselves with the characters featured in 
the stories. According to Mar & Oatley (2008), this identification takes place if the children 
understand the stories presented to them. However, children’s understanding of stories can 
also be affected by the way teachers talk about them or present them (Brabham & Lynch-
Brown, 2002; Dickinson & Smith, 1994). Given the importance of promoting children’s 
effort toward challenging tasks and knowing that stories may have an impact on children’s 
behaviour through their understanding of these stories, the present study investigated the 
 
 
170 
 
extent to which children understand the effort-related themes in stories presented to them in 
class. Furthermore, since teachers’ talk may affect children’s understanding of the stories, the 
present study also investigated the extent to which children’s understanding of effort-related 
themes was related to teachers’ talk. 
 
Story understanding in young children and story recall  
Story comprehension is a group of interrelated skills that enable an individual to 
understand stories (Lynch et al., 2008). According to Lynch et al. (2008), a story contains a 
causal structure, which consists of cause-and-effect connections between statements or 
events, and resembles an information network. Accordingly, the processes involved in 
understanding a story are guided by its underlying causal structures. Therefore, according to 
Lynch et al., (2008), a child needs to mentally connect the events of the story in order to 
construct a coherent representation and thus understand that story. 
Several studies have shown that children at an early age can understand stories if they 
are aware of their inherent causal structures (Lynch et al., 2008; van den Broek, Lorch, & 
Thurlow, 1996). This finding was demonstrated in van den Broek et al.’s (1996) study, 
conducted with a sample of four (n = 32) and six (n = 32) year-old children. In that study, 
they assessed children’s comprehension using recall of four televised stories. They found that 
in both age groups, children had a better recall of stories that had more rather than fewer 
causal connections. Those findings suggest that even children as young as four years of age 
can understand stories. That study also found that older children were better at recalling 
stories when compared to younger ones. Similar findings were reported in Lynch et al.’s 
(2008) study. Using a sample of four (n = 179) and six (n = 202) year olds, they found that 
children were better at recalling events that had more causal connections than those with 
fewer connections. Furthermore, that study also revealed that although the younger children 
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recalled less information than the older participants, the two groups were equally aware of the 
causal structure of the stories presented to them. These studies, therefore, provide support for 
the expectation, underpinning the present study, that stories could be used as educational 
material to introduce young children to the notion of effort toward challenge.  
There are two different measurements through which studies have assessed young 
children’s story comprehension: asking them to recall (retell) the stories or asking them 
questions designed to assess their understanding. For instance, in Lynch et al.’s study (2008), 
a total of 298 four- and six-year-olds were asked to retell to a puppet the stories that they had 
just heard. The puppet, who was presented to the children as unaware of the story, served to 
put them at ease and provided a reason for them to retell the stories. Several prompts were 
also used to facilitate children’s retelling, such as: ‘What happened before X?’ or ‘What 
happened after X?’ (p. 338). Similar to Lynch et al. (2008), Norbury and Bishop (2002) also 
used story retelling to investigate children’s comprehension. Fifty-six children (age range 6 – 
10 years old) with communication difficulties, such as language impairment and autism, were 
asked to retell a story they have just heard to an examiner. This study, aimed at assessing 
children’s intellectual capabilities, also included prompts, like: ‘Who was this story about?’ 
or ‘What happened next?’ (p. 236).  
A second way to assess children comprehension is by asking the children to answer 
questions. For example, Tompkins et al. (2013) used ten open-ended questions to assess 
children’s (n = 47; age range 4 – 5 years old) comprehension. In that study, the assessment 
consisted of questions to assess children’s literal understanding of stories, including 
information on the characters, the goal, the setting, and the outcome (e.g. ‘Who were the 
characters in this story?’, ‘Where did this story happen?’, and ‘What is Sergio afraid of?’) 
and children’s ability to make reference (e.g. ‘Why are his friends saying that?’, ‘Why does 
this happen?’, and ‘Why would he be saying that?’) (p. 422 – 423).  
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Compared to asking questions, where children are required to retrieve the story 
information in a more isolated way (Strasser & del Rio, 2014), story recall offers a more 
holistic way of assessing story comprehension. This finding is consistent with Strasser and 
del Rio (2014), who argued that in story recall children are required to construct a coherent 
narrative, where story information is integrated. Those studies provide support for the view 
that story recall would be well suited to address the aims of the present study. 
 
Impact of teachers’ talk on children’s story understanding and behaviour 
Several previous studies (Brabham & Lynch-Brown, 2002; Dickinson & Smith, 1994; 
Mol, Bus, & de Jong, 2009) have documented the significance of teachers’ talk during 
reading sessions to enhance children’s vocabulary and text comprehension. Brabham & 
Lynch-Brown (2002), for instance, in an experiment with first and third grade children (n = 
246), found that teachers’ talk during and/or after reading stories led to children’s greater 
comprehension than simply reading without any discussion. In that study, story 
comprehension was assessed using 17 multiple-choice questions. Another study (Dickinson 
& Smith, 1994) showed that children’s comprehension benefited from different teachers’ talk 
had during reading sessions. In their study, with a sample of 25 preschool teachers, teachers’ 
talk when presenting stories was observed for a year. After a year, children’s story 
comprehension was assessed using probing questions. The findings revealed that children 
were likely to understand stories better when their teachers included cognitively challenging 
talk (e.g. predicting coming events) than talk with lower cognitive demands (e.g. direct recall 
of recently read text). In conclusion, these studies suggest that reading in conjunction with 
teachers’ talk with children is beneficial in facilitating children’s story understanding. 
Given that teachers’ talk appears to contribute to children’s understanding of stories, 
it could be argued teacher talk related to the content of the stories, especially the behaviours 
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enacted by the characters, would have an impact on children’s behaviours. Evidence that 
adults’ talk mediates the impact of stories in affecting children’s behaviour has been reported 
in a number of experimental studies (Abdelhalim, 2015; Bouchard et al., 2013; Shepherd & 
Koberstein, 1989; Tsunemi et al., 2014). In Abdelhalim’s study (2015), for instance, fifth 
grade children (n = 90) were asked to read stories about life skills and learning strategies over 
eight weeks. The teachers also discussed these stories before and after the children read them. 
Before children’s reading, the teachers introduced the skills depicted in the stories and the 
benefit of practising those skills. After children’s reading, the teachers discussed the specific 
behaviours of the characters and invited the children to recall experiences they might have 
had that were related to the story plot. The findings of that study revealed that children who 
read the stories and had teachers discussing the content before and after the reading displayed 
higher life skills, as assessed by a questionnaire, direct observation and children’s learning 
log when compared with those who did not read any stories. Although that study did not 
assess children’s comprehension of the stories, it is reasonable to assume that their 
comprehension might have mediated the impact of the stories read and of the adults’ talk 
about them on their reported and enacted skills.  
In sum, it is argued that children need to understand a story in order to be able to 
identify with its characters and to fully experience the simulation and modelling behaviours 
offered in the story. Given the importance of introducing children to the importance of effort 
in challenging tasks, the potential of stories in affecting children’s behaviour and the 
significance of children’s understanding of story themes to maximise the impact of modelled 
behaviour, it is important to examine children’s understanding of story information relevant 
to effort-related themes as a first step. 
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The present study 
This study investigated young children’s understanding of effort-related themes in 
Indonesian stories from textbooks recommended to be used in the Early Years by the 
Government (www.bse.kemdikbud.go.id). Given that classroom teachers usually present 
these stories, differences in student recall by class were also investigated. Hence, the present 
study focused on the observed lessons reported in Study 2 and on individual assessments of a 
subsample of students in each class. The following questions were addressed: 
(1) What do children recall about effort-related themes from the stories presented in 
the classroom? 
(2) To what extent is children’s story recall about effort-related themes related to 
teachers’ talk as observed when they presented the stories in the classroom? 
 
Method  
Participants 
A total of 44 children (18 girls and 26 boys) from four Year-2 classes (11 children 
from each class) and their teachers participated in the study. Children’s age ranged from 
seven years to ten years (MAge = 7.43; SD = 1.08). The children in each class were selected by 
their teacher to represent the existing variation in terms of achievement in the subject area of 
language. Each class consisted of four high achievers, three average achievers and four low 
achievers as identified by the class teacher. Four teachers participated (two female and two 
male) with teaching experiences ranging from 1 year to 25 years. The participants were from 
three public schools in a rural area in Java Island, Indonesia and most participants were of 
Javanese ethnic origin.  
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Materials  
Two stories were used in the present study. Both stories were selected based on the 
comprehensive coding scheme that was established in Study 1. Each of the stories depicted 
all three essential effort-related themes, i.e. (1) Challenge, (2) Self-initiated effort, and (3) 
Successful outcome. Challenge refers to information in the story about situations that lead to 
feelings of distress and may prevent the main character from achieving their goal (Guan et 
al., 2013) or trigger a goal for the main character. Self-initiated effort refers to information in 
the story about the main character’s initiative to engage in effort/s to resolve the challenge 
(Brookhart, 1998; Natriello & McDill, 1986). Lastly, successful outcome refers to 
information in the story about the success of the main character in resolving the challenge 
(Stein & Glenn, 1979).  
The two stories were entitled: A Dragonfly Who Had One Wing (Capung Bersayap 
Satu) and A Friend for Porcupine (Teman untuk Landak). The former story was about a small 
dragonfly that was unable to fly because it only had one wing, and the latter was about a 
porcupine that wanted to have friends and was being rejected by other animals due to its 
quills. The stories were obtained from electronic schoolbooks published online by the 
Indonesian Ministry of Education (www.bse.kemdikbud.go.id) and were recommended by 
the Indonesian Government to be used in primary schools.  
 
Data collection procedures  
Presentation of stories in the classroom. Teachers were asked to present the 
selected stories as they would usually do in class and were videotaped. The presence of a 
video camera and the person who operated it was an unfamiliar situation to those 
participating in the research. As such, one videotaped session was conducted as a warm-up 
session prior to the analysed session. This procedure was aimed to reduce children’s 
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reactivity toward the camera in the classroom setting, while also increasing their familiarity 
to it when used in the story recall session (see below). 
Children’s assessment. Children were assessed individually one to three days after 
the story was presented in the classroom. Children’s comprehension about effort-related 
themes in the selected story was assessed using a tell-retell procedure (Lynch et al., 2008; 
Norbury & Bishop, 2002). In order to provide a meaningful context for children to retell the 
story, they were asked to retell the story to two dolls. Providing a meaningful context is not 
an unfamiliar procedure in assessing children’s story comprehension. As indicated earlier, 
Lynch et al. (2008) employed this procedure successfully to put children at ease and provide 
them with a sense of purpose in retelling the story. The Upin-Ipin dolls were used in the 
present study as these two characters are familiar to Indonesian children.  
The assessment encompassed four steps, i.e. opening, video playing, retelling and 
closing. Each step is described below. 
First step: opening. Its purpose was to make children feel comfortable with the 
assessment situation, and to provide them with information about what they would be 
expected to do during the assessment. The session started by the researcher greeting the child 
when he/she came to the assessment room. Following the greeting, the researcher told the 
child about the dolls as she said: ‘Hey, you know what? I have Upin-Ipin here.’ The 
researcher then asked several questions related to the dolls to make each child feel 
comfortable. Questions like: ‘Where and when have you seen Upin-Ipin?’, ‘Which doll 
(character) is your favourite?’, and ‘Why do you like the dolls (characters)?’ were used to 
build rapport with the children. After that, the researcher told each child about the task they 
would need to complete by saying: ‘They (dolls) would like to hear the story you heard in 
class. They really want to hear the story from you. You are very special. They will love to 
hear what you can tell them. I will call Upin-Ipin and introduce them to you a little later.’  
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Second step: video playing. The second step involved playing the video recording of 
the child’s teacher presenting the story in class. The purpose of doing this was to minimise 
possible individual differences in memory capacity as an intervening variable in the quality 
of the retelling. That step begun when the researcher asked the child to watch the video by 
saying: ‘But before that (introducing Upin-Ipin), we will watch the video of your teacher 
reading the story, okay?’ After saying that, the researcher played the video. Videos were on 
average less than 7 minutes long, and children remained attentive while watching them. 
Third step: story retelling. The third step was the actual assessment. It started by 
asking the child to meet the dolls after the video was finished: ‘Now, let’s meet Upin-Ipin.’ 
Holding the dolls, the researcher introduced Upin-Ipin to the child by saying: ‘Hi Upin and 
Ipin, this is X (the name of the child).’ The researcher, pretending to be Upin and Ipin then 
responded: ‘Hi X. We are very interested in listening to your story.’ The Upin doll asked: 
‘Could you tell us the story?’ The Ipin doll also added: ‘Please… Please…’  
While the child retold the story, story elicitation prompts were used. The purpose of 
the prompts was to maximise opportunities for children to express their understanding while 
minimising the effect of recall itself. Using the types of story elicitation techniques in 
Peterson, Jesso, and McCabe’s work (1999), the present study employed two types of story 
elicitation prompts which could encourage children’s narratives: narrative continuation 
prompts and narrative production prompts. Definitions and examples are presented in Table 
6.1. 
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Table 6.1 
Story Elicitation Prompts 
Category Definition 
Narrative continuation 
prompts 
Prompts used to encourage children to continue their retelling. It includes 
backchannel responses (e.g. yeah, really, so, uh-uh, what happened and 
then), and repeating what the child had just said. 
Narrative production 
prompts 
Prompts used to encourage children to retell effort-related themes. It 
comprises questions asking about the effort-related themes, including open 
questions (e.g. What was the problem? How did it (the character) feel? 
How did it resolve the problem?), and closed questions (e.g. Did it have a 
problem? Did it resolve the problem?).  
 
Given that children were asked to retell the story to the dolls, it was important to 
provide narrative continuation prompts to the children in order to provide a more meaningful 
context during the assessment. This type of prompt offered encouragement for children to 
continue their recall. As each child retold the story, the researcher also monitored whether 
any important themes (challenge, effort and outcome) of the story related with the study were 
present or not. When children included the themes, only the narrative continuation prompts 
were applied. However, if the children did not include these themes after using narrative 
continuation prompts, then narrative production prompts were used.  
Although story retelling is encouraged in the curriculum for early education 
(Kementrian Pendidikan dan Kebudayaan Republik Indonesia, 2015), it rarely takes place in 
Indonesian classrooms. Therefore, it was assumed that it would be difficult for children to 
engage successfully in this activity. By giving prompts, children had greater opportunities to 
show what they actually comprehended from the story in an atmosphere that was 
collaborative and friendly to maximise children’s performance. The use of prompts is not 
uncommon in retelling tasks. Lepola et al. (2012), for example, when exploring pre-
schoolers’ comprehension (n = 130), employed prompts like: ‘You can tell a little about 
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things that happened in the story?’ or ‘Does anything else come to your mind?’ (p. 266). 
According to Chaiklin (2003), when referring to the Zone of Proximal Development 
(Vygotsky, 1978), a child can benefit from collaborative and scaffolded situations and hence 
perform in ways that otherwise he or she could not be achieved independently. We report 
later how we investigated this possibility in the current study. 
Fourth step: closing. When the child finished the retelling, the Upin doll praised and 
thanked the child: ‘That’s a very interesting story! I love it! Thank you very much!’ The Ipin 
doll also said: ‘Me too! Me too! Thank you, X!’. The Upin-Ipin dolls then said good bye to 
the child, and the researcher put them aside. She praised and thanked the child once more as 
she said: ‘It was really wonderful. Upin and Ipin really loved it. Thank you for telling the 
story to them.’ In order to prevent children from feeling distressed if they could not 
remember the story, they were also presented with questions they could easily answer, for 
example, ‘Have you heard this story before?’ or ‘Which characters did you like most?’ In 
doing so, the researcher protected as much as possible the participants’ wellbeing during and 
after the assessment. 
At the end of the session, the researcher then asked the child to return to the class and 
asked the child not to tell his or her friends (i.e. other participants) that they had met the 
Upin-Ipin dolls, so they could also enjoy the surprise. 
 
Coding and reliability 
Coding. The coding of children’s recall of effort-related themes and their connections 
is presented in Table 6.2. Besides the effort-related themes, connections among these themes 
were also identified as these connections were essential in assessing children’s story recall. 
The coding scheme used in the present study was developed earlier in Study 1 and then also 
used in Study 2.  
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Table 6.2  
Coding of Children’s Recall on Effort-Related Themes and Connections 
Category Definition Example 
Challenge A statement in the retelling that tells 
about an unsettling situation 
experienced by the main character at 
the beginning of the story. 
 
  Complete The child provides complete 
information about the main character’s 
challenge in the story. 
In Story 1:  
Challenge 1: Casa was unable to fly 
Challenge 2: friends boasted 
In Story 2: 
Challenge 1: Porcupine had no 
friends 
Challenge 2-4: requests were 
rejected 
  Incomplete The child only mentions some of the 
information concerning the main 
character’s challenge. 
In Story 1:  
Challenge 1: Casa had one wing 
Challenge 2: friends talked about 
their flying 
In Story 2: 
Challenge 1: Porcupine was alone 
Challenge 2-4: friends ran away 
  None The child does not mention any 
information or refers to different 
information about the main character’s 
challenge. 
In Story 1: 
Challenge 1 and 2: Casa felt sad. 
In Story 2: 
Challenge 1-4: Porcupine felt sad. 
Effort A statement in the retelling that 
provides information about the main 
character’s response given to the 
challenge. 
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Category Definition Example 
  Complete The child provides complete 
information about the main character’s 
effort in the story. 
In Story 1:  
Effort: Casa said that it knew how to 
get rid of the pigeon’s boredom. 
In Story 2: 
Effort 1-4: Porcupine asked others to 
be its friend. 
  Incomplete The child only mentions some of the 
information about the main character’s 
effort in the story. 
In Story 1:  
Effort: When Casa told sad stories, 
the pigeon felt sad. 
In Story 2: 
Effort 1-4: Porcupine met other 
animals. 
  Other-initiated The child credits the effort to another 
character in his or her retelling.  
In Story 1: Pigeon helped Casa. 
In Story 2: Tortoise helped 
Porcupine or Tortoise had a shell. 
  None The child does not mention any 
information or tells different 
information about the effort in the 
story. 
In Story 1: Pigeon got bored. 
In Story 2: Tortoise walked slowly. 
Outcome A statement in the retelling that refers 
to the main character’s success or 
failure in resolving the challenge. 
 
  Success The child indicates that the main 
character was successful in achieving 
her/his goal. 
In Story 1: Casa was able to fly. 
In Story 2: Porcupine had a friend. 
  Fail The child indicates that the character 
was unsuccessful in achieving his/her 
goals. 
In Story 1: Casa was unable to fly. 
In Story 2: Porcupine had no friend. 
Effort themes 
connections 
A series of statements making 
connections among effort-related 
themes. 
 
Effort-
challenge  
The child refers to connections between 
the main character’s challenge and its 
effort. 
In Story 1: Casa was unable to fly, 
so it asked Pigeon. 
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In Story 2: Porcupine had no friends, 
so it asked other animals 
Effort-outcome  The child refers to connections between 
the main character’s effort and the 
outcome. 
In Story 1: Because of its effort, 
Casa was able to fly. 
In Story 2: As it kept looking finally, 
Porcupine found a friend. 
 
Reliability. In order to assess the reliability of the coding scheme, 27% of the video 
footage (n = 12 video recordings) was coded by the main researcher and a second coder. The 
second coder was an Indonesian graduate who had full command of the language spoken in 
the videos. A Cohen’s Kappa statistic of 1.00 was found in the challenge, outcome and effort 
themes connections categories, indicating perfect agreement between the two coders. In the 
effort category, however, the Cohen’s Kappa statistic was 0.70. Though acceptable, the lower 
degree of agreement in the effort category was due to the higher level of inference needed to 
code this category. In addition, there were more subcategories under this effort category, 
which made it more difficult for coders to converge in their coding decisions. Disagreements 
were resolved through discussions between the coders. After this process, a none category 
was also added to the outcomes and the effort themes connections categories to keep it similar 
with other categories under the challenge and the effort categories. 
 
Data analysis 
Several steps of data analysis were undertaken to answer the research questions. After 
the videos were transcribed, the transcripts were then analysed using the coding scheme 
presented in Table 6.2. As the two stories had different numbers of effort-related themes, a 
ratio score was subsequently applied as a composite score by dividing the highest possible 
score by the actual score. As such, a score of 1.0 represented the highest possible score in 
each category. Scores for each category are presented in Table 6.3.  
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Table 6.3  
Scores in Effort-Related Themes and Effort Themes Connections  
 Challenge  Effort  Outcome  Effort Connections 
Category C I N  C I N  S F N  E – C E – O N 
Score 1 0.5 0  1 0.5 0  1 0 0  1 1 0 
Notes: C = Complete, I = Incomplete, N = None, S = Success, F = Fail, E – C = Effort – Challenge, E – O = 
Effort – Outcome. 
 
Once the scores were assigned, analyses were conducted to address the research 
questions. Descriptive and inferential data analysis techniques were employed. Following 
suggestions from Field (2005), non-parametric statistics were used as data in some categories 
was not normally distributed. Quantitative analysis was then followed by a qualitative 
analysis that was conducted by including data from Study 2 on teachers’ talk about effort-
related themes, as reported in Chapter 5.  
 
Results  
The result section is organised by research questions, followed by the presentation of 
additional analyses exploring the extent to which other variables may have contributed to 
explain children’s recall about effort-related themes. For this section, all teachers were given 
pseudonyms. 
   
What do children recall about effort-related themes from the stories presented in the 
classroom?  
Children’s recall of effort-related themes. Means and standard deviations for the 
total score and score in each theme category are reported in Table 6.4. Children’s recall of 
effort themes connections was not included in Table 6.4 as none of the children reported 
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connections among effort-related themes. As mentioned previously, a score of 1 means that 
100% of the information recalled was correct; a score of 0.5 means that 50% of the 
information recalled was correct and a score of 0 means that children did not show evidence 
of recall in a given category or provide incorrect information. 
Table 6.4 shows that children’s total recall was slightly above 50% (MTotal =.54; SD = 
0.23). This finding suggests that overall, children did not fully understand the effort-related 
themes in the story. As shown in the right-hand column (total score) featuring the total score, 
almost a quarter of the children (23%) displayed a good understanding (scores between 0.76 
and 1.0) of the effort-related themes of the story, a small percentage (7%) hardly 
comprehended the story (scores between 0 and 0.25), and the majority of children displaying 
some level of understanding (0.25-0.75). 
Table 6.4  
Descriptive Data of Children’s Recall (n = 11) 
  Challenge  Effort  Outcome  Total 
Score  n (%)  n (%)  n (%)  n (%) 
0 – 0.25  8 18  23 53  4 9  3 7 
0.26 – 0.5  13 30  2 5  0 0  19 43 
0.56 – 0.75  8 18  5 11  0 0  12 27 
0.76 – 1  15 34  14 32  40 91  10 23 
Total recall  Mean SD  Mean SD  Mean SD  Mean SD 
  .66 .29  .43 .45  .91 .29  .54 .23 
 
Children’s recall by theme. As shown in Table 6.4, children differed in their recall 
across themes. In the range of highest scores (0.76 – 1.0), nearly all children (n = 40; 91%) 
were able to recall the outcome theme of the stories, compared to only 34% of children (n = 
15) achieving the highest score for the challenge theme. In terms of the effort theme, 
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although 32% of children (n = 14) attained the highest score, more than half of children (n = 
23; 53%) were unable to recall this theme. Effort was, therefore, the hardest theme to recall.  
The Friedman test was used to investigate whether the difference in scores across 
themes was statistically significant. Friedman is a non-parametric test used to assess 
differences among more than two dependent groups or related variables. The analysis showed 
that there was a statistically significant difference across themes (X2 (3) = 31.3; p = 0.000). 
Given that Friedman does not discriminate which groups significantly differ from each other, 
a post-hoc analysis using Wilcoxon test was performed. Wilcoxon is also a non-parametric 
test that assesses differences between two data sets from the same individuals. Applying 
Bonferroni corrections at 0.0016 level of significance to control the familywise error, it was 
found that children’s recall of the outcomes theme (Mean rank = 2.57) was significantly 
higher than both the challenge theme (Mean rank = 1.89; z = -3.704; p = 0.000) and effort 
theme (Mean rank = 1.55; z = -4.197; p =.000). Meanwhile, there were no significant 
differences between children’s scores in the challenge and effort theme (z = -2.800; p = 
0.005). These analyses suggest that, beyond chance, children showed better recall of the 
outcomes in the stories when compared to the remaining themes. 
Overall, the results indicate that children understood the effort-related themes in the 
stories presented to them only to some extent, but the level of recall of each effort-related 
theme varied. Nearly all children were able to recall the outcome or the goal that the main 
character achieved in the story, but more than half of them encountered difficulty in recalling 
the effort that the main character exerted in attempting to resolve challenges, while none was 
able to retell the connections among effort-related themes.  
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To what extent is children’s story recall on effort-related themes related to teachers’ 
talk as observed when they presented the stories in the classroom?  
Children’s total recall by class membership. Table 6.5 presents the means and the 
standard deviations of children’s recall in total by class membership. The analysis revealed 
that children’s total recall in Mr Suto’s classroom (MSuto = 0.75; SD = 0.25) was the highest 
and Mrs Wina’s classroom was the lowest (MSuto =.43; SD = 0.28).  
Table 6.5  
Children’s Total Recall by Class Membership (n = 11) 
  Mr Suto  Mr Ase  Ms Nawa  Mrs Wina 
Mean  0.75  0.49  0.49  0.43 
SD  0.25  0.15  0.12  0.28 
 
The Kruskal-Wallis test was used to investigate whether the differences were 
statistically significant. Kruskal-Wallis is a rank-based non-parametric test used to determine 
whether two or more independent groups differ on an ordinal or continuous dependent 
variable. The analysis found that there were significantly differences in children’s story recall 
by class membership (H(3) = 13.96, p = 0.003). Given that Kruskal-Wallis cannot tell which 
groups are significantly different from each other (similarly to ANOVA in parametric 
statistics), the Mann-Whitney test was then used to make post-hoc comparisons between pairs 
of classes. Mann-Whitney is a non-parametric test that determines if significant differences 
exist between two independent groups. Applying a Bonferroni correction at an 0.0083 level 
of significance to control the familywise error, it emerged that children in Mr Suto’s 
classroom had higher recall than children in all other teacher’s classrooms (Mr Ase’s : U = 
17, p = 0.004, r = 0.62; Ms Nawa: U = 16, p = 0.003, r = 0.63; Mrs Wina: U = 16, p = 0.003, 
r = 0.63). Meanwhile, there were no differences in children’s recall between Mr Ase’s and 
Ms Nawa’s classes (U = 58, p = 0.866, r = 0.04), between Mr Ase’s and Mrs Wina’s classes 
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(U = 47, p = 0.368, r = -0.19), nor between Ms Nawa’s and Mrs Wina’s classes (U = 44.5, p 
= 0.284, r = 0.23).  
Children’s recall by effort-related themes and class membership. Given that 
children’s recall concerning different effort-related themes varied (see Table 6.4), it was 
important to investigate whether the variation related to themes could be observed in all class 
membership. Table 6.6 presents the means and the standard deviations of children’s recall by 
class membership across effort-related themes. 
Table 6.6  
Children’s Recall by Effort-Related Themes and Class Membership (n = 11) 
 Challenge  Effort  Outcome 
Teacher Mean SD  Mean SD  Mean SD 
Mr Suto .81 .27  .94 .10  .90 .30 
Mr Ase .75 .27  .09 .30  .82 .40 
Ms. Nawa .61 .21  .34 .32  1 0 
Mrs Wina .48 .33  .36 .50  .90 .30 
 
As shown in Table 6.6, there was substantial variation in the level of recall related to 
each theme across classes. Kruskal-Wallis tests were conducted to investigate whether 
significant differences existed by class membership across effort-related themes. The data 
analysis showed that there were class-related differences in the challenge theme (H(3) = 8.07, 
p =.045) and the effort theme (H(3) = 20.07, p =.000, but not in the outcome theme (H(3) = 
2.15, p =.542). The absence of variation in the outcome theme reflects the finding that most 
children recalled the outcome of the story, regardless of their class membership. 
It can be concluded that children’s recall of challenge and the effort themes was 
related to teachers’ classes, and more specifically to teachers’ talk when presenting the study. 
The findings indicating that recall of these two themes was systematically higher in Mr 
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Suto’s class when compared the other three classes supports this tentative conclusion. A 
qualitative account of the features of teacher talk is now reviewed to enrich the interpretation 
of the quantitative findings above. 
Teacher’s talk about effort: Mr Suto and Mr Ase’s cases. This section starts with a 
summary of the reading style and content of the talk related to effort themes that each teacher 
displayed when presenting the story in class (see Table 6.7). This summary is based on the 
findings of Study 2, presented in Chapter 5.  
Table 6.7  
Summary of Teacher Reading Style and Content of Teachers’ Talk Related to Effort Themes 
Teacher Reading style Contents of the talk related to effort-related themes 
Mr Suto Interactive Effort theme connections, acknowledgement of effort as self-initiated 
action, what behaviours label as effort and persistence, children’s 
experiences connected to the concept of effort, and reviews on effort 
theme connections  
Mr Ase Interactive Effort theme connections, acknowledgement of effort as self-initiated 
action, and reviews on effort theme connections 
Ms Nawa Reading-only None 
Mrs Wina Performance None 
 
According to Brabham & Lynch-Brown (2002), there are three type of reading styles, 
i.e. interactive, performance and reading-only. Discussions characterise the interactive 
reading style during the reading, which may or may not continue after the reading is finished. 
In the performance style, the discussion takes place only after the reading is finished. The 
reading-only style does not include any discussion, neither during nor after reading the story. 
Using this typology, Table 6.7 shows that both Mr Suto and Mr Ase used an interactive 
reading style, while Ms Nawa used a reading-only style and Mrs Wina a performance style. 
While both Mr Suto and Mr Ase used an interactive style when presenting the story, 
the results of the quantitative analysis reported in Table 6.6 revealed that the children’s recall 
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of the effort theme varied across classes. Children in Mr Suto’s class (MSuto = 0.94; SD = 
0.10) displayed a better recall of effort than children in Mr Ase’s class (MAse = 0.09; SD = 
0.30). Delving deeper into the content of the two teachers’ talk was, therefore, important to 
assess the extent to which what they said, in addition to their reading style, could be related 
meaningfully to children’s performance in the recall task. The next section thus revisits the 
qualitative findings of Study 2, particularly related to the content of Mr Suto’s and Mr Ase’s 
talk. At this point, it should be noted that these two teachers presented different stories. 
However, as both stories’ effort-related themes had similar features, it is fair to say that both 
stories were comparable in terms of the effort-related themes conveyed.  
Mr Suto’s case: Making connections, labelling and adding new information. Data 
from Study 2 (see the summary in Table 6.7) showed that Mr Suto’s talk used various ways 
to engage students with the main character’s effort. First, he made connections between 
unsuccessful outcomes and the need for sustained effort. For example, he said: ‘Now 
children, you can think. Porcupine had met two animals, and they did not want to be its 
friend. Did Porcupine give up? No, it did not give up.’ Like seen in that example, he also 
labelled behaviours using key words such as not giving up. In doing so, he provided 
opportunities for children to understand more fully both the challenge and the effort themes 
and the connections between them.  
Besides making connections among effort-related themes and labelling, Mr Suto also 
added more information related to the efforts of the main character, which may have further 
facilitated children’s recall of this theme in the assessment. In the original text, it was written: 
Then Porcupine met Fox and asked Fox to be its friend. However, instead of reading it, Mr 
Suto said: ‘Porcupine met Fox. Porcupine said to itself, Fox is surely willing to be my friend. 
Porcupine tried to approach Fox and put its best smile on so Fox would be willing to be its 
friend.’ It is important to mention here that most stories available for Years 1 and 2 in 
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Indonesia use simple words with minimal punctuation and very little inner state information, 
such as thinking or desire. That example shows how Mr Suto provided additional information 
about the main character’s mental states (e.g. ‘said to himself’) and about strategic 
approaches to secure a successful outcome (e.g. ‘put its best smile’).  
Mr Ase’s case: making connections that mentioned other characters. In contrast, Mr 
Ase included information that might have led to a different understanding of the main 
character’s effort, for example, by repeatedly mentioning the other characters in the story. 
Like Mr Suto, Mr Ase did talk about effort theme connections and even acknowledged the 
main character’s self-initiated effort, as he said: ‘Although Casa only had one wing, with its 
cleverness, it exchanged its stories with the pigeon’. However, while he made relevant 
connections, he also kept mentioning the other character (Pigeon), involved in the main 
character’s effort. Like seen in the example above, he acknowledged self-initiated effort by 
saying its cleverness, but also mentioned Pigeon. Here is another example of Mr Ase’s 
making connections that also involving Pigeon: ‘Casa did not have a complete wing. 
However, because of its deal with the pigeon, Casa was able to go around.’  
It was also found that, out of the 11 children assessed in Mr Ase’s class, only one 
child recalled the self-initiated effort exerted by the main character, four children did not 
recall any effort at all, and six children attributed the effort to other characters. Meanwhile, in 
Mr Suto’s class, three children could not completely recall the self-initiated effort, but none 
attributed the effort to other characters. These observations may contribute to explaining the 
differences in children’s recall of effort-related themes between Mr Suto and Mr Ase’s 
classes, despite these two teachers’ common adoption of an interactive reading style. 
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Additional analyses: language achievement and facilitation during the assessment 
session 
It was important to consider whether other variables may have affected children’s 
recall beyond the characteristics of the teachers’ talk (reading style and content). Therefore, 
additional analyses were conducted.  
As children’s language ability, reflected in their language achievement, might be 
associated with their story recall, differences in children’s story recall scores by language 
achievement level (high, medium, and low as per teacher judgement) were examined. The 
analysis using Kruskal-Wallis revealed no significant differences in children’s recall related 
to levels of language achievement (H(2) = 1.822, p = 0.402). This finding suggests that the 
variance in children’s recall was not related to children’s linguistic skills (as assessed by their 
classroom teacher).  
Given that the facilitation received during the assessment may also have contributed 
to the quality of children’s recall, non-parametric associations (Spearman’s Rho) between 
these two variables were examined. The results indicate a strong, negative significant 
association (rs = -0.657, p = 0.000) between children’s recall and the facilitation given to the 
children in their retelling, indicating that children with lower scores would have been offered 
more frequent and direct facilitation. This finding supports the very purpose of the facilitation 
process in providing more prompts to children who were less able to recall the story, while 
also suggesting that facilitation was not associated with higher performance in the task. 
These additional analyses provided evidence of minimal association between 
children’s recall and other relevant variables. These findings increase the chance that 
teachers’ talk may have contributed to children’s recall of effort-related themes.  
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Discussion 
The present study investigated children’s understanding of effort-related themes from 
stories presented to them in the classroom. The study revealed that children’s understanding 
of effort-related themes varied, as shown with the use of quantitative descriptive statistics and 
non-parametric inferential techniques. Among these, the outcome of the stories was the 
easiest theme for children to remember, while effort was the hardest theme to recall. The 
findings also indicated that children’s story recall varied by class membership.  
This discussion uses schema theory (Anderson & Pearson, 1984; Pearson, Hansen, & 
Gordon, 1979) to interpret the study’s findings. The extent to which children’s schemata may 
have played a role in their understanding of effort-related themes in the stories presented in 
class is discussed first. Based on schema theory, several potential explanations are offered to 
interpret the predominant and the least prevalent themes that children recalled. The main 
focus of the interpretation is on the effort theme since it was the theme children had the 
greatest difficulty to recall. The observed variation in children’s recall across different classes 
is discussed next, also using schema theory to interpret the findings. Other issues related to 
the main findings are considered last.  
 
Children’s understanding of effort-related themes: Problem-solving schema and 
cultural schemata 
One theory that has often been used to explain children’s understanding of story 
content is schema theory. Anderson and Pearson (1984) refer to schema as ‘a model for 
representing how knowledge is stored in human memory’ (p. 259). These authors argue that 
‘the reader’s schema is a structure that facilitates planful retrieval of text information from 
memory and permits reconstruction of elements that were not learnt or have been forgotten’ 
(p. 285). According to Pearson et al. (1979), a schema has two important functions. The first 
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is to serve as a framework for readers to understand texts and facilitate subsequent retrieval, 
and the second is to enable them to fill in gaps in information that is incomplete in the text 
(Pearson et al. 1979). This means that if readers do not have a schema that is relevant to the 
particular text content, they are likely to fail recalling information from that text. Moreover, 
readers are also expected to rely on their own familiar schemata to fill in information which is 
not textually explicit. 
The findings of the present study showed that children’s recall of the effort themes in 
the stories varied, with the outcome of the story being the easiest theme to recall and effort 
being the hardest. Using schema theory, one may conclude that children may have had 
relevant schemata to understand the outcome of the stories, which in turn, facilitated its 
recall. For example, it could be speculated that children had available a schema for problem-
solving situations and that this schema facilitated their understanding and recall of some 
aspects of the story as a problem-solving situation, such as its outcome. These findings would 
be consistent with Keen (2011), who found that even one year-old children can demonstrate 
precursors of problem-solving schemata. Furthermore, according to Rumelhart (1977), stories 
reflect human problem-solving situations, and the focus of such stories is typically on the 
main character’s goals and their attainment. Therefore, and consistent with schema theory 
and with Keen (2011), one may conclude that children’s successful recall of the outcome of 
the story may have been related to their already available and well-used problem-solving 
schema.  
Evidence of children’s successful recall of the outcome of the stories in the present 
study is consistent with previous research (Mandler & Johnson, 1977; Mandler, Scribner, 
Cole, & DeForest, 1980; Stein & Glenn, 1979). However, children’s poor recall of effort in 
these same stories does not seem to be consistent with that prior work. The researchers 
mentioned above reported that besides goals and outcomes, the attempts at addressing the 
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goals depicted in the stories were also among the information that was easy to recall, which 
led them to conclude that attempts to address challenges are included in problem-solving 
schemata. Since the effort theme is an integral part of attempts’ episodes, it seem reasonable 
to expect that effort is not difficult for children to recall – yet this was not the case in the 
present study. 
Still from a schema theory perspective, however, alternative explanations can be 
framed. For example, it is possible that children’s poor recall of the effort theme may have 
been due to the activation of an alternative schema, one that was more aligned with children’s 
familiar cultural context. One schema that all Indonesian children would know is nrimo. As 
mentioned in the discussion of Study 1 reported in Chapter 4, acting in accordance to nrimo 
is commonly demonstrated by people in Indonesia when they face challenges. Nrimo is 
represented as willingness to accept challenging situations without necessarily exerting 
efforts to modify them (Rengganis, 2014; Subandi et al., 2014). In the present study, effort 
was the most difficult theme for children to recall, but since effort refers to the main 
character’s self-initiated action to solve the challenge, one could assume that children did not 
recognise the main character’s self-initiated effort if they activated the nrimo schema, which 
implies acceptance of the challenging situation.  
Besides nrimo, another culturally familiar schema in the Indonesian context is caring. 
The activation of an altruistic or caring schema may provide an alternative interpretation to 
children’s poor recall of effort. Given that caring is a core value in Indonesian society 
(Williams, 1991) and that it is mentioned in the national curriculum, it is possible that 
children activated a caring schema, by paying attention to the characters who assisted the 
main character. Indeed, it was noticed that while failing to recall the main character’s self-
initiated effort, some children acknowledged other characters as the ones that took action to 
resolve the challenge, by saying, for example: ‘Pigeon took the dragonfly to fly’. Evidence of 
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acknowledgement of other-initiated effort in children’s recall provided indicators of the 
possible activation of a caring schema. Overall, this interpretation remains speculative but 
points to the possibility that children’s poor recall of the effort theme was due to their 
activation of familiar cultural schemata.  
 
Providing connections and relevant information: Strengthening and activating 
children’s schemata to understand self-initiated effort  
Data analyses also revealed that children’s recall of different effort-related themes 
varied, contingent on which class they belong to. These findings point to the role of teachers’ 
talk in affecting children’s understanding to a story and are consistent with previous studies 
(Brabham & Lynch-Brown, 2002; Dickinson & Smith, 1994; Mol et al., 2009; Wasik et al., 
2016).  
Not all individual schemata develop through experiences with the physical world, and 
there is evidence in the literature that schemata can be constructed through social interactions 
(Beals, 1998; McVee, Dunsmore, & Gavelek, 2005; Wagoner, 2013). McVee et al. (2005), 
using sociocultural theory, for instance, argued that social interactions facilitate knowledge 
construction and that activities that involve language, such as books and talk, play a role in 
such construction. They also highlighted the role of knowledgeable others, like teachers, as 
mediating agents ‘who facilitate or may fail to facilitate, the acquisition of knowledge and the 
use of particular cognitive tools within a culturally bound activity system.’ (McVee et al., 
2005, p. 555).  
Consistent with schema theory, for children in the present study to fully understand 
effort as depicted in the stories, they needed to have available a self-initiated effort schema or 
a broader schema that contained this particular form of effort. However, given the prevalence 
of nrimo value in Indonesian society, it is possible that the self-initiated effort schema was 
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too weak, in comparison to their familiar cultural schemata to make sense of problem-solving 
situations. If teachers’ talk emphasised effort-related themes, it would assist with the 
activation of, and strengthen children’s schema related to effort but only Mr Suto did that. 
The finding that children in his class were those who better recalled the challenge and the 
effort themes in comparison to children in the other classes supports this point. Furthermore, 
and as mentioned previously, Mr Suto was one of two teachers who provided a range of 
connections related to the effort-related themes when he presented the story. This means that 
when he explicitly connected effort with challenge, he would have contributed to develop and 
consolidated a relation between the effort schema and the challenge schema in children’s 
minds. According to Pearson et al. (1979), the stronger the schema, the easier it is to recall 
information about it. Besides building different connections among effort-related themes, Mr 
Suto also connected the effort to additional information. He added internal states and 
alternative descriptions of the notion of effort. The references to internal states and 
descriptions of effort that Mr Suto added are likely to have provided greater opportunities for 
children to construct and strengthen their schema to understand effort, which in turn would 
have facilitated their recall. Furthermore, given that the stories used in the present study also 
depicted the other character involved in the main character’s effort, and children might have 
had a different focus when they were listening to the stories, what Mr Suto said is likely to 
have induced children to pay more attention to the main character’s actions and thus activated 
the schemata related to those actions. In sum, it can be concluded that children in Mr Suto’s 
class benefited from his talk aimed at constructing and activating a schema that would be 
relevant to understand the importance of self-initiated effort in the stories. 
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The absence of connections among effort-related themes  
The findings revealed that none of the children were able to recall connections among 
effort-related themes. However, there was some evidence of other connections in children’s 
retelling of the story. For example, one connection involved a link between feelings and 
challenges (e.g. ‘Porcupine was sad because it did not have any friend.’) and another 
between feelings and the outcome (e.g. ‘Casa was happy because it could go everywhere.’). 
Other connections emerged between the actions of other characters and the main character’s 
attributes (e.g. ‘I don’t want to be your friend because you have quills.’) or other characters’ 
attribute (e.g. ‘I am willing to be your friend because I have a shell.’). These findings suggest 
that children might have comprehended connections from the stories other than the ones 
targeted in the present research. It can be speculated that connections other than effort themes 
may have been recalled because those connections were textually explicit. Some studies 
(Bowyer-Crane & Snowling, 2005; Floritt, Roch, & Levorato) have revealed that children 
better understand and remember explicit as opposed to implicit information from texts. In the 
present study, the information about the main character’s feeling was textually explicit when 
the challenge and the outcome were described. For example, in the beginning of one of the 
stories, it was stated: ‘I am always alone. I want a friend’, Porcupine sighed.’ 
Another example is: ‘Casa was able to fly everywhere with Pigeon. Now, Casa was 
not sad anymore.’ Connections related to the actions of the other characters were also explicit 
in the story. For instance, one of the stories stated: ‘Sorry, I can’t be your friend. You are too 
spiky and have too many quills. You can hurt me’, said Rabbit.’ In contrast, the effort themes 
connections were not textually explicit in the stories. Informed by the studies mentioned 
above (Bowyer-Crane & Snowling’, 2005; Floritt et al., 2011), it is reasonable to conclude 
that children were able to recall those connections because they were textually explicit.  
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In summary, children’s understanding varied across effort-related themes and classes. 
Schema theory, combined with a cultural perspective on the findings, was used to interpret 
the results, leading to the conclusion that the activation of familiar cultural schemata, such as 
nrimo and caring, may have influenced children’s poor recall of the effort theme. Teachers’ 
talk was also used to interpret children’s varying degrees of understanding of effort toward 
challenge in the stories in terms of reading style and content. 
 
Closing 
The present study addressed the third research questions aimed to examine children’s 
understanding of effort-related themes and the extent to which their story understanding is 
aligned to teachers’ talk about the stories. The findings revealed that children’s understanding 
of effort-related themes varied across categories and that children from different classes 
displayed different levels of recall in the challenge and effort categories. The importance of 
teachers’ talk was highlighted. The activation of familiar cultural schemata was proposed to 
explain children’s understanding of effort-related themes in stories.  
The next chapter presents a final discussion, including educational implications, 
limitations and future research directions.  
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CHAPTER SEVEN 
GENERAL DISCUSSION 
 
Introduction 
The last three chapters presented three distinct, but interrelated, studies that 
investigated the potential of stories as educational materials to introduce young children to 
the importance of exerting effort toward challenges. The findings of these three studies will 
be summarised in this chapter and discussed in reference to the literature.  
This chapter begins by describing the main findings of each study, organised around 
the research questions that were addressed. The overall conceptual, empirical and 
methodological contribution of the research is discussed next, followed by the educational 
implications of the findings. The chapter ends by noting the limitations of this research and 
pointing to future research directions. 
 
Main Findings 
The present research explored the potential of stories as educational materials to 
introduce the importance of exerting effort in the face of challenging situations for children in 
Indonesian primary schools. The literature on children’s effort and achievement stresses the 
importance of introducing young children to the notion of effort toward challenges as effort 
has been linked to children’s academic success at school (e.g. McWayne et al. 2004; Yen et 
al. 2004). A number of studies have documented how stories can provide young children with 
valuable information (e.g. about starting to school) and social skills (e.g. sharing behaviour), 
therefore acting as valuable sources of learning (e.g. Bhavnagri & Samuels, 1996; Dockett et 
al. 2006; Shepherd & Koberstein, 1989; Tsunemi et al. 2014). The potential of stories in 
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communicating the importance of effort in the face of challenges, however, appeared to have 
received little empirical attention. 
Furthermore, and to the best of my knowledge, only one study addressing this issue 
(Suprawati et al., 2014) was found to have been conducted in the Indonesian context. The 
overall aim of the present research, therefore, was to address this gap. The next section 
discusses the main findings of the three studies regarding extant research. 
 
What was the nature of effort-related themes as conveyed in Indonesian stories for 
young school children? 
Study 1 examined the nature of effort toward challenge depicted in stories 
recommended for young children in Indonesian schools, using the entire corpus of stories 
made available by the Indonesian Government as a data base. The findings, generated 
through a combination of content and structural analyses, revealed that the most prevalent 
type of effort leading to successful outcomes depicted in the stories was not initiated by the 
protagonist (self-initiated individual effort) but rather was exerted by other characters (other-
initiated effort).  
Given the limited prior research on this issue, it is not easy to provide definite 
explanations for the higher incidence of other-initiated rather compared to self-initiated 
individual effort found in the stories. The interpretation of the findings is, therefore, tentative. 
Based on Bandura’s theory of self-efficacy (1979), one may argue that the lack of proactive 
responses displayed by the protagonists of the stories indicates a helpless approach toward 
challenges. Bandura (1979) argued that individuals will not exert effort if they do not feel 
efficacious. In other words, if individuals think they do not have the resources or the ability to 
deal with challenges, they may not invest effort in resolving them. Applied to this study, this 
perspective would lead to a negative deficit interpretation of the findings. 
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An alternative interpretation, however, can emerge from a contextually sensitive 
perspective, which takes into account local beliefs and values. From this perspective, the low 
incidence of self-initiated individual responses to challenge could be interpreted as the 
protagonists adhering to the Indonesian nrimo value. In Indonesian society, nrimo implies the 
willingness to accept life events as they are. In other words, it represents the acceptance of 
God’s will (Arifin & Dale, 2005) or one’s fate (Mia & Dinata, 2007). Following nrimo, 
individuals are expected to accept situations without trying to change them even if these 
mean misery, and lack of initiative is one of the prominent characteristics in nrimo (Hess 
2001). Citing Bonneff (1994), Hess (2001) argued that nrimo represents an active response 
involving the disruption of ‘the diabolic cycle of fear for the future and regret from the past’ 
(p. 10). It can be argued that when a person acts in accordance with nrimo, there is nothing 
that can be regretted as everything that happened is in the past and hence not in their control. 
The consequence is that this perception reduces self-negativity, which, in turn, enables the 
person to have hope for their future. This is consistent with Choi and Jun (2009), who found 
that life regrets predict depression, which then can lead to hopelessness (Hedayati & Khazaei, 
2014). It also can be argued that by following nrimo, an individual may feel less anxious 
about what can happen in the future, which is aligned with Zaumseil and Prawitasari-
Hadiyono (2015) who argued that by following nrimo, a person may gain serenity, strength 
and inner peace in difficult situations.  
Furthermore, other relevant contextual considerations arise when the focus is not 
restricted to the main protagonist but extended to the characters who, in supporting the 
protagonist, exert effort in the face of challenges. Taking into account the importance of 
caring, a value widely promoted in traditional Indonesian society (Williams, 1991) and in the 
Indonesian curriculum (Indonesian Government Regulation No 21/2016), one may argue that 
by shifting the attention to the characters who engage in an effortful response -- despite not 
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being the protagonist -- the stories offer valuable examples of the essential caring role that 
Indonesian people are expected to demonstrate in everyday situations. Having known the 
prevalence of nrimo and caring values in Indonesian context, it can be suggested that stories 
available at schools may provide examples of values that are expected in the Indonesian 
society and that are encouraged to be displayed by children in school. 
 
What and how did indonesian teachers talk about effort when presenting stories to 
young school children? 
Study 2 investigated the extent to which and how Indonesian teachers talk about 
effort-related themes present in stories presented to their young students. The findings 
revealed that teachers acknowledged not only effort but also other themes. Three main 
strategies that teachers used to acknowledge effort-related themes were observed, including 
labelling relevant behaviours as effort and persistence, making effort themes connections and 
recognising effort as self-initiated action. When teachers demonstrated those strategies, they 
used decontextualised talk (Hindman et al., 2012). In doing so, they established connections 
between the content of the stories and information beyond this immediate context, such as 
linking story information to children’s own lives or providing new information.  
The findings also revealed that teachers differed in the extent to which they indeed 
acknowledged effort-related themes, as well as other themes, with only one of the four 
teachers making references to effort-related themes in both stories. Using reader-response 
theory in understanding narrative presentations, Sipe (2000) argued that readers understand 
texts by bringing their own experiences, and constructing meaning using ‘their own cultural 
and psychological filter’ (p. 255), which then results in ‘a rich diversity of responses’ (p. 
255). There was support for this claim in the findings of the present study, which showed that 
while teachers presented the same stories, there was a noticeable variation in their references 
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to effort and other socially-relevant themes, suggesting that they actively constructed 
meaning from the stories, using their own experiences and what they perceived as 
fundamental values in the Indonesian society, such as friendship and helping others. 
These findings also suggest that the teacher participants were aware of the potential of 
stories in introducing or reinforcing themes that are consistent with cultural expectations and 
that therefore should be taught to children. This interpretation is consistent with Fisher et al.’s 
study (2004), which found that teachers focused on perceived students’ needs when 
presenting stories. As most teachers in the present study acknowledged friendship and caring 
themes which are widely promoted in the Indonesian society (Koentjaraningrat, 1985; 
Mulder, 1996; Peacock, 1973; Williams, 1991), one can reasonably conclude that these 
teachers might have had explicit intentions to build upon themes that they considered 
important and beneficial for children to learn and develop in Indonesia.  
It is also possible to speculate that the range of themes addressed by the four teachers 
in their talk may have been related to their interpretation and understanding of the Indonesian 
curriculum. The themes of friendships and caring for others are both mentioned in the 
national curriculum, alongside effort toward challenge. This explanation would be consistent 
with a study conducted by Fisher et al. (2004), where it was found that teachers were 
purposeful when presenting stories to their students. It is reasonable to expect that this was 
also the case in the present study. Based on Fisher’s et al.’s research (2004), therefore, one 
may conclude that the themes that the four teachers referred to in relation to the stories, were 
also related to their understanding of key aspects of the curriculum. Overall, teachers’ 
personal experiences, their understanding of fundamental values in the Indonesian society 
and of key aspects of the curriculum may have all co-contributed to the choice of themes they 
emphasised when presenting the stories. 
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As has been argued previously, the observation of classroom practice alone, only 
allows the creation of informed speculations about what may have motivated these educators 
to emphasise certain themes and not others. These speculations can only be further 
investigated in future studies that actively ask educators about their pedagogical and personal 
goals when presenting stories to their students. 
 
What did children understand about effort toward challenge in indonesian stories and 
to what extent their understanding is aligned to teachers’ talk? 
The final study examined children’s story understanding of effort-related themes, and 
the extent to which their understanding of the Indonesian stories was aligned with their 
teachers’ talk when presenting the stories in the classroom. The findings revealed that 
children’s understanding of effort-related themes varied at an individual level, as found in the 
results of quantitative and descriptive and inferential data analyses. Out of the three effort-
related themes (challenge, effort and outcome) in the present study, outcome was the easiest 
theme for children to recall and effort was the hardest one (low incidence). It was also found 
that children from different classes demonstrated different levels of recall about both effort 
and challenge categories. Using schema theory to interpret these findings, it could be argued 
that children’s schemata may have played a role in their successful recall of the outcomes of 
effort in the stories. According to schema theory (Pearson, 1979), an individual’s schema 
serves as a framework to understand concepts in stories and facilitate the individual in 
subsequent retrieval. 
Furthermore, stories represent human problem-solving situations with a focus on the 
main character’s goals and their attainment (Rumelhart, 1977). To understand stories, 
therefore, children activate schemata relevant to the given problem-solving situation. As 
children’s precursors of problem-solving schemata emerge even before children turn one year 
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of age (Keen, 2011), it can be speculated that children in the present study might possess 
problem-solving schema, which helped them recall some aspects of the stories but not 
necessarily all their underlying themes. It can be suggested that children’s success in recalling 
a story’s outcome may be related to them having already acquired and used problem-solving 
schemata. 
Children’s failure to recall effort themes, however, suggests that children might have 
used alternative schemata, more familiar to them, to understand the stories. Knowing that 
acting in accordance to nrimo is commonly demonstrated in Indonesia when people are faced 
with challenging situations (Rengganis, 2014; Subandi et al., 2014), it is reasonable to 
assume that children might have activated a nrimo schema to understand the stories. Since 
self-initiative is not encouraged according to nrimo value (Hess, 2001), it can also be 
speculated that children may not have recognised the self-initiated effort depicted in the 
stories. This would stress the role of familiar schemata to explain the poor recall of effort-
related themes.  
Alternatively, it is also possible for children to have missed effort themes if they 
focused on the other characters who assisted the protagonist. The findings showed that among 
the failed answers in recalling the effort-related theme, some children acknowledged other 
characters’ attempts to resolve the main character’s challenge. One may then argue that 
children’s failure to recall the main character’s effort in the story might have been partly due 
to their activation of a caring schema that children may have been familiar with. Knowing 
that caring is a value widely promoted in Indonesia (Williams, 1991), it is reasonable to 
assume that children in the present study focused on the caring behaviour displayed by other 
characters. In other words, and consistent with Pearson, et al. (1979), the acknowledgement 
of other-initiated effort in children’s recall may be due to their activation of a caring, rather 
than an effort-related schema. 
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Another finding emerging from this study refers to potential associations between 
children’s understanding of the stories and teachers’ talk. Children’s understanding, 
particularly of effort themes, seems to have been related to the content and strategies of 
teachers’ talk as they presented the story. Specifically, the findings suggest that children 
whose teacher drew more connections among the effort-related themes and also added 
information related to effort in the story were likely to recall such themes better. These 
findings are consistent with McVee et al. (2005), who claimed that schemata can be 
constructed through social interaction. Incorporating Vygotsky’s work (1978), these scholars 
revisited schema theory, which has been established since 1970s. For McVee et al. (2005), 
students’ understanding of a topic can be mediated by activities and interactions related to 
that topic that happen between teachers and their students. The indication of a relationship 
between students’ recall of effort-related themes or activation of other themes and teachers’ 
talk provides some support for McVee’s argument that teachers’ talk may play a role in 
constructing or activating the schemata that children use to understand stories.  
 
Contributions of the Research 
Conceptual contributions 
The present research has contributed to a more nuanced understanding of the notion 
of effort. For example, a number of studies (e.g. Brookhart, 1998; Chouinard et al., 2007; 
Guan et al., 2013) have implicitly recognised the essential role played by challenges, in 
triggering effort toward goal attainment, by using terms like ‘working hard’, or ‘trying hard’ 
when assessing effort through self-reported measures. However, those studies do not appear 
to have explicitly included the role of challenges in their definitions of effort. Findings from 
Study 1 revealed that in nearly all stories, including challenging situations, some evidence of 
effort was demonstrated in the characters’ actions, either by the main characters or other 
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characters. The findings also indicate that different types of effort could be found in 
connection with different types of challenges. This leads to the conclusion that the notion of 
challenge should be considered as an essential feature of effort. 
Besides acknowledging the importance of challenge in the characterisation of effort, 
the present research has highlighted the role of other people who may be involved in 
someone’s effort. Once again, evidence from Study 1 showed that two effort categories that 
involve other people could be identified; the first was self-initiated effort involving others, 
and the second one was other-initiated effort. While previous studies (e.g. Natriello & 
McDill, 1996; Trautwein et al., 2009) have pointed to the role of personal agency in 
conceptualising effort, the role of other people who may be involved in someone’s effort has 
hardly been examined empirically. The lack of acknowledgement of other people involved in 
an individual’s effort shown in these studies suggests that effort is perceived as an individual 
enterprise. This issue raises an important question: If other people become involved in one’s 
effort, can we still call it effort? If a person asks someone for advice or help, for example, is 
this still considered as effort?  
One may argue that asking someone’s advice or help can be considered as effort since 
it is a strategic approach to address a challenging situation. This is consistent with Newman 
(2002), who argued that help seeking is a mature strategic behaviour since it comprises 
several actions, including monitoring the situation, appraising the difficulties in resolving the 
situation independently, and requesting assistance from others. However, in different cultural 
contexts, help seeking may not necessarily be a widely accepted and valued strategy. For 
example, it may be difficult for people in Indonesia to ask for help in challenging situations 
because of their adherence to nrimo (Hess, 2011). Overall, however, it appears reasonable to 
consider help seeking as related to effort. Besides help seeking, collaborative problem-
solving is another example of how an individual can address the challenges that they 
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experience by working collaboratively with other people (Dillenbourg, 1999). Although it is 
not clearly explained if the initiative to seek help should come from all the members 
(Dillenbourg, 2007), it is possible to argue that, in collaboration, an individual may engage in 
effortful action. In sum, the present research provided conceptual and empirical support for 
the view that the position or role of other people in someone’s effort should be recognised. 
The findings of the present research also suggest that this may be particularly important in 
some cultural contexts. 
 
Empirical contributions 
The present research has made a number of empirical contributions to research on 
teachers’ talk and also on children’s story comprehension. Several naturalistic studies (e.g. 
Beck & McKeown, 2001; Dickinson & Smith, 1994; Martinez & Teale, 1993; Wiseman, 
2011) in this area have identified different aspects of teacher talk evident when they present 
stories to their students, such as instructional strategies, reading styles and timing of teacher 
narration. However, less attention has been given to the analysis of story themes (i.e. the 
specific nature of the messages conveyed in the stories) and the way these themes are 
communicated to students. For example, in Dickinson & Smith’s study (1994), they did not 
examine the theme of the stories when they analysed teachers’ talk. The study also did not 
provide the titles of the storybooks that had been used and only mentioned that the teacher 
participants used different storybooks. 
Meanwhile, Wiseman (2011) did mention some of the titles of the stories used in her 
study; she only briefly referred to the theme of the stories to provide some context to her 
findings. Since those studies investigated associations between teachers’ talk and children’s 
comprehension, the absence of clear references to the theme of the stories is noteworthy. By 
using stories with specific themes to investigate what and how teachers talked about such 
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themes, the present research acknowledged the role of story content in teachers’ talk. The 
present research not only supports the findings of Martinez and Teale’s study (1993) by 
showing that teachers did have different ways of talking about the stories, but also provided 
evidence of the potential role of teachers’ background knowledge or cultural schemata that 
may have contributed to the focus and strategies they used when they acknowledged specific 
themes in the stories. The present research also went further by subsequently investigating 
children’s story comprehension regarding teachers’ talk. While previous naturalistic studies 
on teachers’ talk (e.g. Beck & McKeown, 2001; Dickinson & Smith, 1994; Martinez & 
Teale, 1993; Wiseman, 2011) have examined children’s understanding, they missed the 
opportunities to investigate the possible impact that story themes may have had on the nature 
of teachers’ talk and children’s understanding.  
Another empirical contribution of this work relates to the potential of stories in 
developing children’s character. Some authors (e.g. Ryan & Lickona, 1992; Wynne & Ryan, 
1993) have claimed that reading stories can be beneficial to develop children’s understanding 
of the moral implications of their actions. However, Leming (2000) pointed out that only a 
few studies have addressed this issue. Narvaez (2002) also argued that young readers do not 
understand stories in the same way as adults do, due to their developing language skills and 
more limited background knowledge. While it is acknowledged that the ability to extract 
themes from stories is already well developed in Year-5 children (Narvaez, Gleason, 
Mitchell, & Bentley, 1999), an experimental study conducted by Walker and Lombrozo 
(2017) showed that different instructional strategies that were used when stories were 
presented affected children’s performance in abstracting the underlying themes from those 
stories. Their subsequent study (Walker & Lombrozo, 2017) points to the role of instructional 
strategies, which may also include teachers’ talk, in facilitating children’s understanding of 
story themes. The present research complements the findings of Walker and Lombrozo’s 
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study (2017) by showing variations in teachers’ talk and the extent to which such variations 
related to children’s understanding of specific themes, using naturalistic inquiry. In doing so, 
the present study addressed in part the lack of research concerning the role of stories to 
promoting children’s character development. 
The present research also makes an empirical contribution to our understanding of the 
educational potential of stories for children available in Indonesian schools. Although there is 
limited research on this topic, few studies have investigated the impact of stories on 
Indonesian children’s reading comprehension as well as social knowledge and behaviour, like 
divorce, empathy and prosocial behaviour (Laila & Yati, 2014; Razak, 2015). However, to 
the best of my knowledge, only one study (Suprawati et al., 2014) has examined the content 
of stories about achievement motivation in Indonesia. It was found that storybooks might 
offer contextual information for young children to learn culturally valued behaviours related 
to achievement, using a corpus of storybooks available for preschool children. The present 
study went further by examining stories for older age groups, which are closer to formal 
schooling. Also, the present research contributed further to this issue by connecting story 
content with teachers’ talk and children’s understanding. 
 
Methodological contributions 
The present research has also made a number of methodological contributions, the 
main one being the establishment of a unified framework to analyse and code effort across 
different data sources, including texts (stories), teachers’ talk when presenting stories and 
children’s story recall. The coding scheme derived from this framework was developed using 
both theoretical and data-driven approaches.  
When the scheme was used to code stories in Study 1, it was found that all categories 
were indeed present in the data set, which highlighted its suitability as a tool to analyse story 
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content. In Study 2, the coding scheme was initially used to select the most suitable stories 
that teachers would be asked to present in class. It was then also used to identify the 
references to effort-related themes that teachers made when they presented the stories to their 
classes. In this instance, the coding scheme allowed the researcher to identify teacher-related 
differences on the types of the themes that were presented to the students as well as 
differences in the strategies used to deliver those themes. Finally, in Study 3, the coding 
scheme was used to examine the extent to which children were able to recall effort-related 
themes. By using this coding scheme, variations in individual student’s outcomes were 
identified, as well as variations across classes. As such, the coding scheme developed in this 
research showcases its methodological value in investigating the notion of effort across data 
sources, and at the same time, its conceptual potential to consolidate the construct of effort.  
Another methodological contribution refers to the contextualisation of the research 
process. Procedures used in the present research were, for the most part, informed by research 
practices from Western countries. However, since these may be not have been entirely 
applicable to the Indonesian context, it was then important to adapt some procedures so they 
would become meaningful to Indonesian teachers and students and respectful of Indonesian 
values. Such contextualisation was made possible thanks to a pilot study that enabled careful 
assessment of the cultural suitability of all aspects of the research. This contextualisation 
included consideration of access to settings, recruitment and data collection procedures in the 
selected research site. During the pilot study, the researcher was highly sensitive to the local 
practices and expectations, which enabled her to design and implement research procedures 
that were respectful of the cultural context. Sensitivity to contextual features was enacted by 
always reflecting and questioning whether methodological decisions were locally and 
culturally appropriate, and by consulting with local teachers. While the benefits of conducting 
pilot studies to assess the feasibility of research protocols are widely acknowledged (e.g. 
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Lancaster, Dodd, & Williamson, 2004; Van Teijlingen & Hundley, 2002), the value of a pilot 
study that involves immersion in the research site to assist in contextualising the research 
process is rarely emphasised. The present research provides evidence of the benefit of such 
an approach in conducting empirical studies in different cultural contexts.  
 
Educational Implications and Future Research Directions 
As argued earlier, children’s understanding of effort in the stories seemed to be 
related to teachers’ talk. The findings of the present research revealed that teachers could play 
a role in facilitating children’s understanding of effort by providing relevant information and 
connections to children’s experiences. However, this small-scale study only provided some 
indication of the presence of associations between teachers’ talk and children’s recall. Future 
research should directly examine the issue of relation, considering the evidence of positive 
associations between students’ effort and later school achievement (DiPerna et al., 2007; Li-
Grinning et al., 2010; McWayne et al., 2004). In this respect, future research should also 
address more explicitly the pedagogical intentions underpinning the use of teacher talk during 
the presentation of stories. In the present study, teachers were only observed as they 
presented stories but not interviewed about their pedagogical goals and how those were met 
in their narratives. Such research would provide additional insights on the role that teachers’ 
narratives play on children’s understanding of stories. 
In addition to the findings related to effort, the present research showed that there is 
potential for stories to introduce young students to the importance of caring for other as well 
as other prosocial behaviours. Indonesian teachers have a responsibility to promote the 
importance of caring behaviours, given that it is mentioned in the national curriculum 
(Indonesian Government Regulation No 21/2016) and the CER programme. In the present 
research, caring-related themes were not examined systematically since the focus was on 
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effort-related themes. However, there were indicators that both teachers and children were 
aware about caring themes. Given the importance of promoting prosocial behaviours 
(Eisenberg & Mussed, 1989; Spired et al., 2006), further research on the issue of caring 
themes in stories for young children is warranted. Determining the best means to promote 
prosocial behaviours in the context of schooling is also crucial given the evidence that it is 
positively related to children’s wellbeing and adjustment (Eisenberg & Mussen, 1989; 
Spinrad et al., 2006). 
 
Limitations of the Present Research 
Despite systematic observation of teacher and student behaviour, the present research 
did not directly ask teachers and children to provide information about what the stories 
presented actually meant to them. This means that it was not possible to establish if the 
proposed explanations that have been offered actually align with teachers’ and children’s own 
views. What did teachers and children consider as effort in the stories? Did they distinguish 
between different types of effort? Are there relationships between what teachers perceived as 
effort in the stories and their talk when presenting these stories to children? Is children’s 
perception of effort in the stories associated with their understanding of the stories? Future 
research could explore these questions to complement our understanding of the nature of 
effort that was achieved in the present research. Specifically, future empirical studies could 
ask teachers and children directly about the meaning or themes they see emerging from the 
stories, and further investigate if their views relate to their talk and their children’s 
understanding.  
Specifically, in Study 3, the present research indicated the potential of story content 
and teachers’ talk to affect young children’s understanding of effort, which may affect 
children’s actual, personal responses to challenging tasks. However, as this research did not 
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assess children’s actual responses to challenging tasks, the impact of story content, teachers’ 
talk and children’s understanding of effort on their responses toward challenge remained 
unidentified. Using experimental designs to assess whether stories and teachers’ talk that is 
explicit in addressing effort-related themes actually impact on children’s behaviours in real 
life challenging academic activities are needed. All the above signals that the present research 
has opened up significant opportunities for future research in this area. 
Given that the present research was conducted in Indonesia, it is also important to 
question whether the findings are specific to this context, and the extent to which they may 
apply to other countries. As variation observed in cultural products is due to dynamic 
relationships between people and their sociocultural environment (Morling & Lamoreaux, 
2008), it can be speculated that the types of effort revealed in the present research may only 
be relevant to the Indonesian context. For example, a study by Morling and Lamoreaux 
(2008) found that cultural products (like magazine advertisements, children storybooks, or 
song lyrics) from the United States were more individualistic and less collectivistic than those 
from collectivist culture, like Korea, China, Mexico and Japan. Koss, Martinez, and Johnson 
(2016) also revealed that stories may serve as mirrors for their readers, offering reflections of 
readers themselves and their world. However, as the types of effort found in the present 
research might include help seeking and prosocial behaviours, which have already been 
studied in many countries, such as Hong Kong (Mok, Ma, Liu, & So, 2005), Germany, Israel, 
Indonesia, Malaysia (Trommsdorff, Friedlmeier, & Mayer, 2007) and the Netherlands 
(Veenman, Denessen, van den Akker, & Van Der Rijt, 2005), it is then reasonable to assume 
that those types of behaviours may also be present in other countries. The transferability of 
the findings of the present research to other countries should be addressed in future research. 
Overall, the present research provided evidence of the potential of stories to introduce 
other themes that are consistent with expectations in a given educational context and society 
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(in this case Indonesia), yet this raises more questions than actually reaching definite answers 
about the role of stories on children’s understanding of effort. These questions are extremely 
relevant in furthering our understanding of effortful behaviour in young children across 
different cultural and educational contexts. In raising a set of complex issues for future 
research, these studies have contributed to outlining a promising agenda for researchers in 
Indonesia and other countries. The present research also provided evidence of the importance 
of pedagogy and culture in helping children to learn about effort, or other themes, through 
stories.  
 
Closing 
When I started this research, I had a little hope that I could better understand how 
stories could be used to facilitate young children’s learning about the importance of exerting 
effort toward challenge. In finishing this work, although I do not get the definite answers, I 
now better understand how stories can be used to learn about not only about effort but other 
themes that are also beneficial for children to learn. As I am writing this reflection, I feel like 
I was a small girl who embarked on a journey to find Cassiopeia in the northern sky. She was 
always curious about the star and wanted to see it. She then prepared for the journey. She 
went to the North Pole, pitched a tent, worn her warmest jacket and grabbed her binoculars. 
She searched for the star. It was not there. It had been days, but Cassiopeia could not be seen 
anywhere. Then she saw a faint star. She shifted the focus of the binoculars. Now she could 
see it clearly. It was not Cassiopeia. It was a new star, constellation. It was beautiful. She had 
not found Cassiopeia yet, so she was still curious about it. However, she was also curious 
about the new star and wanted to know more about it. This girl was experiencing a paradox in 
her journey of curiosity. 
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Completing this thesis was like having a paradox in my own journey of curiosity. 
Seeking out answers about what stories in Indonesia are about and their potential for 
promoting effort is a life-long journey. I have been curious about this by almost two decades. 
Now I have got hints of some of the answers. However, those answers have opened other 
questions. While I thought that this would be the end of my journey, I know now that it is not. 
It is the opposite. I believe it is the beginning of another journey. That is another journey of 
curiosity. 
It is also the beginning of another journey to find a way to help children in Indonesia 
to be as successful as they can be at school. I still believe that effort can be beneficial for 
children to succeed. Moreover, I still believe on the power of stories in affecting children’s 
behaviour. I will find a way to promote effortful behaviour through stories. It will be another 
journey, one of caring.  
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